Executive Function- what’s your junction? 

Where are my 80’s babies who got the reference of the title and who else has the song stuck in their head now and are distracted by that instead of listening to this seminar? And are thinking about the entire School House Rock album and “I’m just a bill” and “3 is a magic number”. Man the 80’s were cool, such great fashion and music. Like Michael Jackson and Prince. Wouldn’t it be cool if it could actually rain purple?  What were we talking about again? 

Oh yes, today i’m talking about executive functioning. Or in simple parts, how our brain works and the skills we need to perform everyday tasks. We will go into each skill that is under the umbrella term “executive function” as well as break down what is needed for these skills to function properly (and each individual is different, so only you will know what works for your brain) 

A little bit about me: I’m Laura Hearn, I’ve been grooming for about 15 years and I’ve been a house-call groomer for 12. I was diagnosed with ADHD at age 8 and I am self diagnosed with Autism, so I am still learning correct terminology and culture surrounding Autism. Because of that, if I say or do something that is not correct, please let me know as I’m always open to learning. I also wanted to give you a trigger warning that we will be talking about a lot of mental health struggles that are associated with executive dysfunction such as depression, anxiety, ADHD, Autism, post traumatic stress disorder, and addiction. Please see the handout for some resources if you are in need of help. 
When talking about grooming I will reference mostly dogs, as I do not groom cats, definitely not fluent in feline but I completely applaud those of you who do . I am a house-call groomer so I will be talking about traveling and routing and while I work in a salon one day a week, my mindset is completely mobile. 

I also have a confession to make in that I knew about this seminar back in November, yet my executive function made me procrastinate and my perfectionism made me edit this seminar about 50 times because it wasn’t up to my standards. Originally this seminar was 3 hours instead of 45 minutes so I had to cut out a lot. 
When I was writing out what I would talk about, I was interrupted on average about 5 times an hour from my pets and teenage daughter. I had to control my inner goddess in order to not lose it on everyone and everything. In the end, I put a note on the door that said “DO NOT DISTURB UNLESS THE HOUSE IS ON FIRE”  My point is, I struggle with executive dysfunction, and I hope this will help you as well. I plan on combining both work (grooming) and personal tips as well because executive function is part of our whole lives. So basically I’ll explain why sometimes it’s hard for you to get out of bed and take a shower, but also why it messes up your entire day when a client no shows on you or you constantly get interrupted by ringing phones, walk-ins, and coworker drama that it takes you 5 hours to groom a doodle. 
Let’s get started! 
Executive Function- Definition

Skills of Executive Function: 

1. Focus and Attention
2. Planning/Organizing
3. Cognitive Flexibility
4. Emotional Regulation
5. Impulse Control 


What is executive function: The formal definition of executive function is as follows according to Merriam Webster Dictionary. 

Executive Function: the group of complex mental processes and cognitive abilities (such as working memory, impulse inhibition, and reasoning) that control the skills (such as organizing tasks, remembering details, managing time, and solving problems) required for goal-directed behavior. 

So, did that all go in one ear and out the other and you have no idea what that means? Here’s an informal definition: 
It is the part of your brain that helps you “get shit done” from the thought to the execution. 

 _________


Ok, so I’m a total nerd about brain stuff, but I will do my very best to not bore you or make your eyes glaze over, but in order to understand executive function, we have to understand what happens in the brain. The part of the brain that controls executive function is called the prefrontal cortex. Ironically, this is the LAST part of your brain to develop and in neurotypical people, it is not done growing until about age 25. (remember doing stupid things in high school and college and wonder why you did it?) Well in neurodiverse people, it’s been proven that the prefrontal cortex already is slightly deficient and develops slower. Until we hit middle age and then it deteriorates like the rest of our brain. So we never really have a fully functioning prefrontal cortex. 

Have you ever watched Inside Out? It tells the story of a preteen girl, Riley as she is growing up from childhood. It takes the audience inside Riley’s brain to see fully fleshed out feelings such as Joy, Sadness, Anger, and Disgust. (and everybody’s favorite imaginary friend Bing Bong). See the control panel our characters are always sitting at when they are trying to direct Riley’s complicated emotions, thoughts and ideas? THAT is the brain’s executive function center. Think of it like the CEO of a company. Without any direction, the employees are just kind of running around attempting to complete a general idea without any real instructions. It’s like your emotions are just smashing the control panel without any real filter or fail safe that prevents nuclear codes of your brain from getting launched and you end up snapping at your spouse for asking if you can pick up milk on the way home. 

1. Focus/Attention: (squirrel meme) 


So I am a complete and total nerd, I’m a gamer through and through. Even though I have dabbled in first person shooter, MMOs and strategy games, my favorite games to date are cozy farming games like Stardew Valley or Animal Crossing. The player spends their days growing crops, fishing, catching bugs, and socializing with the townsfolk in order to eventually court someone by giving them a mushroom every day. Why are games that have goals of doing chores and collecting materials so satisfying, when doing chores in real life is so boring and mundane? Because it’s all about the dopamine. 

ADHD stands for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder- but what’s so interesting is that the attention isn’t always deficient, it just depends on how interested you are in the task or subject. When you are interested in something, you end up ‘hyperfocusing' on it which means you can do something for 12 hours without stopping to eat or go to the bathroom. (which can be just as harmful as avoiding the task). I admit I’ve totally done this with video games, or when I put my mind to it, writing a seminar for Pawsitive Ed. I may or may not have stayed up until 2am when I’m on a roll. The reason for this though is because I’m worried I’ll lose momentum if I don’t keep going. 

So how do you focus your attention on something that you don’t want to do? What if you have a task that seems so huge that you can’t possibly do it all at once? 

Being a small business owner, I tend to lose focus on the nitty gritty stuff that is important, but boring. There’s no dopamine to be had for me when it comes to filing taxes, paying bills, or calling back potential clients. I absolutely hate them- especially the last one. 





Let’s say you are hungry and you want to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. What would your first steps be? If you said to get out the peanut butter and jelly- you are a few steps ahead. The first step would be to get up out of your chair and walk towards the kitchen where the peanut butter and jelly jars are located. 
But what if the thought of getting out of your comfy chair feels like too much or you have to go up or downstairs to get to the kitchen? This process of deciding whether this task is worth your energy is called “Task Initiation”. It’s what makes us procrastinate so much about getting tasks done. For your worksheet, the official definition is as follows: “The ability to start a project in a timely and efficient manner.”

In lay terms, it’s the process you need to get the ball rolling. Whether it’s deciding on a meal plan for the week, sitting down and doing payroll, or calling back clients. (yeah I am a bit stuck on that one, it’s really tough for me). 

My big tips for task initiation and focus include breaking it down into tiny pieces . For the calling clients back I like listening to the voicemail, (sometimes multiple times because I get distracted thinking about how nervous I am about calling them back) writing down important information such as dog’s breed and the location they live. I then think about what estimate I’m going to give them, and I go over my 30 second elevator pitch. 
I then set a 5 minute timer on Alexa and psych myself up. I tell myself I’m an amazing groomer and I am worth every penny that I charge. My services are exceptional and whoever decides to become my client will receive the very best service I can provide. 
I do this because I have issues with rejection. If someone tells me my prices are too high or they’ll “talk with their husband” I used to take it personally. 

When the 5 minute timer is up, it’s time to call the client. I take a deep breath, I smile and put on my best customer service voice and hope and pray that the phone call goes to their voicemail, so I can go through this all over again. Just kidding. 
Again, this is why I much prefer texting over phone calls or voicemail. But, at the same time, being house-call and entering into another person’s space, my safety is more important than my anxiety, so I have to make initial voice contact with them first before taking them on as a client. 



Planning/Organizing: 

“There are only 4 rules to remember: Make the plan, execute the plan, expect the plan to go off the rails, throw away the plan.” -Leonard Snart (Captain Cold), The Flash

Let’s say they do decide to book with me. Now I have to figure out how much time to book myself to drive to their house, meet them, bring in my equipment and set up, groom the actual dog (let’s say this is a single dog household), get feedback from the client, settle up with payment and rescheduling, breakdown/clean up and take all of my stuff to the car. 
The good thing is, first starting out if you are a small business owner is you can pick and choose your schedule. If you have employees it gets more complicated. You know that saying less is more? Ignore that when scheduling dogs. 
All new clients I schedule an extra hour at least because I don’t know the dog’s personality or if they are matted or have fleas. I only do small dogs and I book about 2-3 hours per dog. I also always schedule new clients in the afternoon OR have them be the only client that day. (my pricing reflects on the ability to take this few amount of dogs per day) 
This means you might have down time between dogs until you find your rhythm, but that’s ok. I usually bring a book or go to a coffee shop and scroll on my phone if I have extra time. Down time is a good thing, it can clear your brain and do a mini reset for the next dog. It’s also important to refuel your body with food and drink. (admittedly, even though most of the time I pack a lunch, I like to treat myself with dunkin drive through once in a while) 

I’ll be honest, I had a whole spiel written about how to book employees but I’ve never had employees before, so I want to talk about the opposite angle and say how do you talk to your boss/employer about how much time to schedule you for each dog? I would explain you want quality over quantity and if you feel rushed, then that’s when dangerous injuries happen. If you are in the middle of a busy day and you are just absolutely falling behind, the most important thing is communication. If you are at a salon that has all the dogs coming in at the beginning of the day or one on one, communicate with both your boss, your coworkers and most importantly your clients that you are running 1-2 hours behind and it will be a little longer than expected. If you explain that you want to give each dog individual attention, most people will understand. If they don’t, they aren’t your ideal clients. 

Let’s talk about organizing equipment and supplies. How many of you have those Stanley carts on wheels with the drawers and you have blades randomly chucked in there where you have to search for a 30 blade for 5 minutes before finding that one. I like to make sure everything has a “home” in sleeves, boxes and holders. Does it always get in there all the time? No. But I find that if I put stuff away in the correct place, it’s so much easier to find it later. 
But Laura, this is a class on executive dysfunction. You think I’m actually going to put it away in the place it goes Instead of just chucking it and being done with it as soon as I'm done with the dog?
The best advice I've learned as far as organizing is from KC Davis from Tik-Tok she does what's called closing duties at the end of the day before going to bed when it comes to parenting and home care tasks. This includes things like setting out things for the next day, cleaning up from dinner and loading the dishwasher. I use closing strategies at the end of each grooms as well as at the end of the day.  
 Each of my tools goes into its own little home. My shears go into a wrapping sheer case, my blades go into a Velcro sheet in which each little blade has its own place And I organize my blades from longest to shortest so I have a four-blade at the top and then it goes all the way to a 30 blade. 
I organize my shears in longest to shortest so I have my 8 and 1/2 straights first and then it goes shorter to my teeny tiny little 5 inch detailing scissors and then I have my combs at the very end. 

At the end of the day I usually like to wash out my mixing bottles because of bacteria. I take all the grocery bags of hair and I throw them away in the outside trash can and I empty my Dust Buster. One major thing I do when I get home if I need to do my end of day closing duties is I do not take my shoes off until I'm done.If my shoes go off then my work brain  turns off and my home brain takes over. 

I promise taking that extra 5 or 10 minutes a day will save you so much anxiety and stress trying to find something that you think is gone forever in the rabbit hole. With that being said that everybody has bad functioning days and you might find your keys in the refrigerator and be looking for your phone with your flashlight on your phone. 


Cognitive Flexibility and Emotional Regulation- 

 Cognitive Flexibility: the ability to adapt easily to new and unexpected conditions. 

I am combining these two skills because they are so closely related to each other and it’s very much a cause and effect, so we can talk about them both at the same time. 

Who else thrives on routine? From our last section, we talked all about planning, routine and schedules? That’s great and all, but as John Lennon wrote in his famous song Beautiful Boy, “Life is what happens to you when you are busy making other plans.”  Which means you can have the most amazing intentions, but life isn’t linear. And cognitive flexibility is the ability to be ok with that. Routines also keep our emotions in check and regulated because when we know exactly what to expect, we can pre-determine our feelings about each task throughout the day. 

In the grooming world, that may mean matted dogs, dogs with fleas, clients that are late/early, constant interruptions, a dog that’s a completely different breed/coat type than you were expecting, or the opposite spouse drops off the dog and has no idea what kind of haircut they want. 
And all that is once you actually get to work. Before that you could have woken up late, foregone breakfast, got stuck in traffic and 30 minutes late to your first appointment. How does that not completely screw up your day? 
That detour that caused you to have to take a different route to work, that is what is happening in your brain when your plans get switched up. You think you are going to have your day look like Plan A, but something happens and you have to switch to Plan B. How do you end up working through it and not getting angry/upset because of the changes? 
After I let myself feel the feelings (In a safe way that doesn't hurt anybody) about my plans getting messed up I make a new plan. I also communicate with all parties involved in this new plan (such as if I am running late for an appointment) and once I get back on track I feel better. 
Like I said, I’m a HUGE video game nerd, and in Mario Kart, you basically race around on a track in a car. Most of the time the track is on the ground, but sometimes it’s an elevated track and you race in the sky. If you go off the track and fall into a body of water or in a hole, this little turtle guy named Lakitu flies in sitting on a cloud and picks you up with his fishing pole and puts you back on the track so you can finish the race. You might go from 2nd place to last place in the time it took you to get back on course, but you still get to finish the race. Keep that in mind. 

It’s really easy to give advice and strategies when you are not emotionally dysregulated. As NDs, a lot of us feel very deeply, and while this can fuel our passion for our work and creativity, it can also get us in trouble. Whereas a neurotypical person may take a while to get agitated by their environment not being what they expected, their extreme emotions (let’s say anger) ramp up slowly as triggers stack up. NDs step on the gas and go from 0-60 automatically with no thought process. Why is this? 

The answer is stress. Everyone is stressed out to the max at this point correct? I mean we are still 3 years into a global pandemic that completely changed the world. Stress puts a lot of hormones into the body. 
Remember at the beginning I talked about the prefrontal cortex that doesn’t fully develop until we are 25 and in neurodiverse people even longer? Well the prefrontal cortex is a part of the brain that’s called our parasympathetic nervous system. It controls thinking, logic and planning. Basically what makes humans different from other mammals. 

Then you have the lower part of the brain that is the downstairs brain or the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and this is sometimes also called the “lizard” brain where when we get down to it, it controls things such as digestion, temperature control, heartbeat and breathing. The very basics to keep us alive. 
The sympathetic nervous system is the feeling of what happens in our body when we feel stressed or emotionally dysregulated. The physical symptoms include increased heart rate, dilated pupils, kidneys and adrenal glands release adrenaline and norepinephrine,  and digestion slows. Think of a boxer (the human with the gloves, not the breed of dog) who’s dancing from one foot to another and has his arms up ready to fight. 
Because it’s working on instinct, SNS can’t decipher whether we are running away from a grizzly bear or almost got into a car accident on the highway. 

I’m telling you all this to not only help regulate yourself, but to understand not only what’s going on with us but also the pets in our care as well. If their sympathetic nervous system is activated then they may be in fight/flight/freeze mode. I could go on and on about dog behavior but that is not what the seminar is about. But I will say this, animals are very intuitive just like a lot of neurovide diverse people are and they feed off of our energy.  Chrissy Nuemyer Smith has coined the phrase “calm, comfortable, and cooperative” when it comes to our groom dogs. But I feel like it starts with us, the human paying attention to the animal. Dogs have had to learn how to communicate with us obviously nonverbally and so they pick up on body language and very subtle cues that we give off. Service dogs can detect seizures as well as spot low and high blood sugar in those with diabetes. This is because the dog's nose is 100,000 times better than ours so in that sense (yes did you get that joke) they actually can smell fear. 
We need to be a good calm presence so they can stay calm. 

What that may mean is that if a dog is starting to get frustrated or upset and that's making us frustrated and upset it may be time for everyone to take a break. Put the dog in a safe space (kennel is great in a salon or the space of your mobile van, but if you are house-call try and ask if you can put the dog temporarily in a small room such as a bathroom or laundry room. During your break, take a few deep breaths, drink some water, have something to eat and honestly it’s ok to scroll on your phone for a couple minutes to bring your frustration level down. I always keep peppermints and sour candy in my purse because when I feel emotionally dysregulated that sudden jolt of flavor in my mouth helps bring me back to my upstairs brain. I also learned that I can count. 
I grew up on sesame street so i remember the numbers flashing on the screen and that’s a core memory in my brain. What I end up doing is counting in my head or out loud and I visualize that counting sequence. (ah ah ah- via the count) 

And honestly if the dog on your table is completely freaking out and it's to the point where you think it's going to hurt itself or you it is okay to walk away. I know a lot of us think that if we give up on something that means we failed, But knowing where your limits are is honestly a huge win. And nine times out of ten the owner would rather have a half shaved dog than a fully groomed dog that had to go to the vet because of an injury or you get bit because you didn’t listen to what the dog was trying to tell you. 

Let me say this again for those that didn’t hear me or weren’t paying attention the first time. It is not your job to groom every dog and it’s OK to say when you’ve had enough or the dog has had enough and to walk away. If your boss or authority figures or the owner of the dog doesn’t understand this and tries to get into conflict with you, walk away. Setting boundaries is so hard because we are afraid we are going to disappoint people, but that’s ok. It’s ok to put yourself first.


Impulse control: the ability to resist an impulse, desire, or temptation and to regulate its translation into action.
Simple definition: The ability to think before you do or say something. 

Lastly we are going to talk about impulse control. This is the skill for most ADHDers that have basically defined us (and diagnosed us). 

Let’s say our thoughts are water droplets out of our faucet. We have about 70,000 thoughts a day, so that’s a lot of water, right? Neurotypical people have the brain capacity to afford a cool brita filter. (water goes in the top, the dirt, particles get filtered out, and you are left with clean drinkable water in the bottom) and only say/do the things that they have carefully thought about such as “will this hurt someone” “will this hurt me” “can I afford this?” 
NDers have a brain that’s like a sieve and a coffee filter to try and do the same thing. The water will definitely come out faster and that’s a good thing if you are thirsty, or need the water to put out a fire, but it may not taste as good as the filtered water. 

So what’s the point of this metaphor? How many of you want to wait for the filtered water to go through or just take the lesser tasting tap water because it’s available right now? This is an example of impulse control. 

You know that feeling you get when you taste that first bite of chocolate cake, help a dog not feel scared, or a client tells you “this is the best groom he’s ever gotten.” That surge of pride that makes your heart flutter and puts a big smile on your face? That feeling is from a chemical in your brain called dopamine. 
Dopamine is one of the happy chemicals in your brain along with serotonin, endorphins, and oxytocin. Dopamine is nicknamed the “reward” chemical because when we do something that causes pleasure, it’s the chemical that gives us a reward or ‘dopamine hit’. 
In ADHDers and NDs, we have a lack of dopamine production. This means that the dopamine that we do end up producing is felt stronger and we try to reproduce that feeling in any chance we get- even if it harms or has the potential to harm us in the long term. We are programmed to seek instant gratification and rather the rewards right now vs later. Either that or we don’t think of the long term consequences if we make certain decisions. This is why as teens and young adults we make not so smart decisions. 

A perfect example is online shopping and credit cards. We don’t even need to leave the house anymore to buy things. Putting things in our cart and getting it delivered is a huge dopamine rush, especially when you have no idea what you ordered and it feels like Christmas when it gets here. Surprise! But instead of paying for it with your debit card that takes money out right away, a pop-up says you are pre-approved for a credit card so you can pay for this item in a month. You press “pay now” and wait for it to be your future problem- with interest! But you got your surge of pleasure from buying that item that you just NEED to have, right? 

So what can we do to improve our impulse control? I try really hard to always have a stop and pause button. I never make big decisions (such as adopting a new puppy you saw on Facebook) right away, I always sleep on it. If someone pressures me to give them an answer immediately, and I can’t do that, then the answer is always no. This is difficult when those people are family members, but I stick to my boundaries. 

What I have found to be the best way is to use my other executive dysfunction skills to my advantage. For example, I do not have my credit cards saved on any of my accounts. I have to physically get up, go to my purse, pull out my wallet, get my credit card and enter the number. If the idea of getting out of my cozy bed to get to my purse outweighs the purchase, then I don’t buy it. 
Nutella is also banned in my house because I’ll eat the entire jar in one sitting. The people I live with are welcome to purchase it for themselves but they have to keep it in a place that I don’t know about. 
I have a bad habit of scrolling through social media, becoming time blind and not realizing 2 hours went by and it’s way past my bedtime. I also have problems sleeping and it is very tempting to roll over and look at my phone.  Because of this, I have my phone outside of the bedroom. My alarm is pretty loud so i’m still able to get up in the morning. 

Sometimes though, our impulse control gets out of hand and there is no pause button when looking for instant gratification. This means we can slip into unhealthy patterns such as substance abuse, addiction, and eating disorders. If and when this happens, a lot of times we deny it, but in order to carve ourselves out from under the rubble, we need to ask for help. Whether that’s family, friends, or medical intervention, it’s ok to ask for help. Please see the additional resources if you are in need of help. 

I am not going to end this on such a sad note, but I am blunt and I tell the truth so its something that needs to be said. Even though it may seem like everything is currently going wrong, you are meant to be in this world, and the world is better with you in it. 

Here’s something that will hopefully make you smile. One thing I like to do to feel good (dopamine hit) that’s safe is mindfulness. To me that means looking for the small things that make me genuinely happy. Things like waking up early when nobody in the house is awake and hearing the silence, putting on cozy socks, drinking your coffee at perfect temperature, watching the snow fall outside your window. Things like that give me an instant rush of pleasure and cost me nothing. I have a journal that I write down each simple pleasure thing that happened to me that day before I go to bed. 


And the last thing that I wanted to mention as we wrap up this seminar is that I couldn’t figure out which skill category to put it in and that is Imposter Syndrome. 

Imposter Syndrome is defined as a psychological occurrence in which an individual doubts their skills, talents, or accomplishments and has a persistent internalized fear of being exposed as a fraud. 
Who else does not feel like an adult? I’m assuming the majority of you here are over the age of 18. I am in my late 30s, I have bills, a spouse, kids, pets, my own business, and even a mortgage. But I feel like I am constantly looking for someone else’s approval and I sometimes feel that the life I’m living isn’t my own. Like my life is a movie and I’m watching it. 

Imposter syndrome can mean that even though we have years of experience, know that we have the knowledge, the skillset and the tangible evidence of what is presented in front of us, we still don’t believe we are capable. I’ve been grooming for over 15 years and my grooming skills wax and wane. There are days where I am an absolute rockstar and I can produce beautiful grooms that I am proud of, and then there are days where I am lucky to get both ears the same length on a Shih Tzu. The clients are still happy, I get no complaints, but I feel like I could be doing better. 

Those with imposter syndrome question our relationships, our accomplishments, and our responsibilities. For those of us who identify as women, we are brought up to basically sit down and shut up, and pay attention to the authority figures. Those of us that didn’t (or couldn’t) were labeled as daydreamy, lazy, or bouncing off the walls. Being told this constantly by our parents, teachers, and doctors, we start to not only believe it, but live it. We have to work twice if not three times as hard as neurotypicals because we are living in a world built for the neurotypical brain. (just like the left handed person has to work twice as hard living in a world meant for right handed people). When we accomplish these achievements, we wonder if we actually deserve it. 
As a society, women are also meant to be the force in the universe that holds the family together, and that puts a lot of pressure on us. We wear many hats and are expected to be moms, spouses, employees, daughters, business owners, and pet parents. After all those roles it’s hard to realize where we are as ourselves without those labels. Who are you? I’m not saying by any means that being a mom, business owner, world renowned traveling educator can’t define you, but under all those labels you need to find out who you are at your core. 

So how do we fix this? Like all of our other executive functioning skills, it won’t go away overnight or with a magic pill. It takes time and skill building and a lot of personal growth. I know- so boring and where’s the dopamine in that? 
Here’s an exercise you can do that gives me a huge rush of accomplishment and also gets your creative juices flowing. I love doing vision boards in early January for my goals for the rest of the year. A vision board consists of photos, quotes, sayings and cool lettering that you can look at and visualize your goals/hopes/dreams. 
When I’m feeling particularly in a down or imposter mood, I will write down all the things I’ve accomplished in a certain timespan. (for simplicity let’s say 5 years). Whether that’s something big like moving across the country or gathering the courage to start in person networking again post COVID. Take the top 5 things that are your favorite or you are the most proud of and make a vision board that you can look at daily and it really can help change your mindset. And remember, this is only about you. 


And there you have it! I hope these tips, tricks, and strategies helped you understand executive function and how to help your brain with daily life. Now during your break, drink some water, eat something healthy, and make sure you remember to put the milk back in the fridge. You are awesome! 



