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 Abstract 



 

Utility of the Barkley Deficits in Executive Functioning Scale (BDEFS)  

For Career Planning in College Students with ADHD 

Research has shown that ADHD often persists into adulthood for about 50-60% of 

those with a childhood diagnosis, causing impairments across many stages of life 

(Booksh, Pella, Singh, & Gouvier, 2010). ADHD is one of the fastest growing disability 

categories on college campuses (Weyandt et al., 2013), and estimates of prevalence of 

ADHD in college students ranges from 2-8% (DuPaul et al., 2009). Research documents 

that adults with ADHD are at an increased risk of impairment in academics (Barkley, 

2004; Barkley, Murphy, and Fischer, 2008). College students with ADHD are more likely 

to have lower grade point averages (GPA), poorer academic coping skills, poorer study 

skills, a greater likelihood of being placed on academic probation, and a higher dropout 

rate than those without ADHD (Barkley, Murphy, & Fischer, 2008; DuPaul et al., 2009; 

Reaser, Prevatt, Petscher, & Proctor, 2007; Weyandt et al., 2013). Academic achievement 

is often tied to occupational requirements, and thus a key topic for consideration in career 

counseling conversations (Osborn & Zunker, 2016). 

As college students proceed to identify career goals and move into employment 

opportunities, ADHD-related impairments continue. They may be unrealistic in 

identifying career goals that match their abilities (Painter, Prevatt, & Wells, 2008).  

Young adults with ADHD often experience deficits in attention, impulse control, self-

regulation, and organization; as such, they will have difficulty in jobs that require 

independence of supervision, acceptance of responsibility, and training in new skills 

(Wender, 1995). They may do poorly in jobs that require careful attention to detail 



(Murphy & Barkley, 1996). Faigel (1995) adds that adults with ADHD are promoted less 

often and fired at a higher rate.  Murphy and Barkley (1996) looked at the work history of 

adults with ADHD and found that they had been fired at a rate of 53% versus adults 

without ADHD, who had been fired at a rate of 31%.  Those with ADHD were also three 

times more likely to impulsively quit a job, and changed jobs significantly more often 

that those without ADHD.  They cited common difficulties such as impulsive speech, 

careless errors, disorganization, lack of timely completion of paperwork, tardiness, 

inconsistent attendance, missing of deadlines, lack of follow through, poor time 

management, short temper, problems with supervisors and coworkers, inattention in 

meetings, and general inconsistency in performance. Adults with ADHD may leave jobs 

because of an inability to tolerate what they view as a boring, repetitive, and unrewarding 

daily routine.  Significant ADHD impairment can also result in dysfunctional career 

beliefs, decision-making confusion, anxiety, and conflict regarding the career decision-

making process (Painter, Prevatt, & Wells, 2008). Recent research suggests that many 

impairments associated with ADHD are the result of executive functioning (EF) 

difficulties (Barkley, 2012). As such, an understanding of EF can be helpful in designing 

career-related interventions for this population. 

Executive Functioning Deficits 

College students with ADHD may have particular difficulty during college and in 

their career planning due to their limitations in executive functioning (EF) and self-

regulation (Biederman, Spencer, Wilens, Prince, Faraone, 2006; Niendam et al., 2012; 

Nigg & Casey, 2005; Parker & Boutelle, 2009; Weyandt, 2009; Willcut et al., 2005). 

Executive functions can be described as the capacities needed for individuals to manage 



the goal-oriented and purposeful tasks of daily life (Suchy, 2009). EF has traditionally 

been thought to involve discrete cognitive processes such as working memory, inhibition, 

problem-solving, set-shifting, vigilance and attention (Dehili, Prevatt, & Coffman, 2013). 

However, there is a growing belief that EF related to ADHD might be better measured by 

identifying specific behavioral, emotional and social impairment (Barkley, 2011a).  As 

such, researchers are beginning to focus more on the actual behaviors that are 

problematic in individuals with executive functioning deficits.  For example, deficits in 

EF can affect time management, organizational skills, problem-solving abilities, 

motivation, sustained attention, and regulation of emotions and behaviors (DuPaul, 

Weyandt, O’Dell, & Varejao, 2009; Parker & Boutelle, 2009). Consequently, EF deficits 

commonly impact academic, social, occupational, and psychological functioning (DuPaul 

et al., 2009; Swartz, Prevatt, & Proctor, 2005; Weyandt et al., 2013). Evaluating and 

treating these behavioral areas may be a more productive way of remediating EF 

impairments in adults with ADHD.  

Barkley (2012) has developed a theory of EF that is anchored in self-regulation; 

he refers to EF behaviors as “those self-directed actions needed to choose goals and to 

create, enact, and sustain toward those goals” (p.168).   In order to better evaluate 

executive functioning deficits, Barkley developed the Barkley Deficits in Executive 

Functioning Scale (BDEFS; Barkley, 2011 a, b).  The BDEFS is an 89-item self-report, 

behavior rating scale designed to assess functional impairment. It yields five sub-

domains:  self-management of time, self-organization/problem solving, self-restraint or 

inhibition, self-motivation, and self-regulation of emotion. Additionally, 11 items from 

the BDEFS were identified that best discriminate between those with and without a 



diagnosis of ADHD. The ADHD-EF scale has age norms, with the youngest being 18-35 

year olds. However, a college student may have a different pattern of responses than an 

adult aged 30 or above, because the anatomical areas of the brain responsible for EFs are 

not fully developed until an individual’s late 20’s or early 30’s (Barkley, 2012). A 

subsequent study (Coffman, 2014) utilized discriminant function analysis on 596 college 

students to create a 14-item index that discriminated between college students with and 

without a diagnosis of ADHD.  The resulting 14-item brief screener had an overall 

classification rate of 91%,  (the ability to correctly classify students as ADHD or non-

ADHD). All of these items come from two domains, Time Management and Self 

Organization/Problem Solving.  The BDEFS full scale and the 14-item screener can be 

important tools in career planning for college students.   The remainder of this paper 

discusses the use of the BDEFS in career planning. 

Career Planning Utilizing the BDEFS 

College students who request career counseling can be given a brief screener to 

assess for ADHD-related executive functioning deficits.  The 14-items on the BDEFS 

screener determined to best predict ADHD in college students are the following: 

7,8,10,12,20,21,39,40,41, and 43 (Coffman, 2014). The career counselor can begin 

immediate remedial work by using these critical items as a brief screener, and discussing 

each behavior identified as problematic for the student.   

Time Management 

The majority of the 14 critical items refer to time management issues. These 

include difficulty prioritizing, judging how much time a task or project will take, and 

getting started. If these items are endorsed, a career counselor might help the student 



practice this skill by discussing how a particular session might be organized and 

estimating how long an activity or discussion might take. For example, “So today we 

wanted to identify some possible majors and we also wanted to look at possible 

internship sites. How long do you think each of these might take?” Adults with ADHD 

are poor at making accurate time estimates, so they can be encouraged to break 

behavioral estimates regarding large tasks into small blocks of time (Prevatt, Proctor, 

Baker, Garrett,  & Yelland, 2010). For example, they might practice taking a large task, 

identifying the specific behaviors that will lead to completion of that task, and predict 

how long each smaller behavior will take. With respect to exploring options, a career 

counselor might recommend considering careers that require a minimum of advance 

planning to organize a task. For example, in an informational interview, a student might 

ask the employee how much of their job requires advanced planning. 

Memory  

Additional critical items on the BDEFS include forgetting to do tasks.  There are 

numerous memory skill-building techniques that can be recommended to facilitate this 

area of impairment. Given that career planning and job searching requires keeping track 

of a great deal of information, memory-building suggestions will be crucial.  Students 

with ADHD are frequently encouraged to use planners, carry a small notebook for jotting 

down ideas, keeping a whiteboard in a prominent place in their home, and using clear 

folders or bins to store information so that the contents are visible (Prevatt & Levrini, 

2015). In addition, Dipeulo (2010) suggests that reminder apps or digital calendars with 

reminders can help students struggling with memory. Finally, using a tool such as an 

individual learning/action plan (Peterson, Reardon & Lenz, 2004; 



http://www.career.fsu.edu/Tech-Center/Designing-Career-Services/Basic-Concepts) 

might help provide a visual structure for career activities that relate back to the student’s 

goals for career counseling.  

Reading 

Several items on the 14-item BDEFS screener involve difficulty with reading (not 

comprehending, needing to reread material, not being able to concentrate on reading, and 

being distracted). Career counselors should consider student preferences and abilities 

with respect to reading when choosing career interventions. For example, a career 

counselor might ask a student to read a brief paragraph of an occupational description and 

then paraphrase the key points. Comfort with reading should also be considered when 

choosing career assessments. A career counselor might provide information about the 

assessment, such as the number of items, or show the client the assessment, and ask them 

if this is something that they would like to do. Another option would be to provide two 

possible assessment options, such as a traditional career assessment and a card sort, and 

asking the client which they would prefer (Osborn & Zunker, 2016). Finally, if the task of 

reading is onerous, this should be a factor that is considered by the client when evaluating 

options. A book or magazine editor might not be the best position for someone struggling 

with reading, but there are plenty of career options that do not emphasize reading. A 

client can be directed to O*NET (www.onetonline.org), and through the “advanced 

search” function, find occupations that do not require a great deal of reading 

comprehension on a regular basis, such as plumber, graphic artist, chefs, salespersons, 

and so forth. 

Concentration 

http://www.onetonline.org/


Two critical items on the 14-item BDES screener involve an inability to sustain 

concentration and confusion when given directions or trying to organize a task. Within 

session, a career counselor can pay attention to non-verbal cues that a student is having 

difficulty, and use immediacy techniques, such as “You look a bit distracted” or “I’ve just 

shared a lot of information – is this making sense?” to assess if this is the case. The career 

counselor may also want to vary the activities that happen in a session, rather than rely 

solely on “talk therapy.” For example, if a counselor observes that the client is losing 

focus, redirecting the client to look at information online, or using a hands-on assessment 

like a card sort, or watching a video about an occupation can add variety into the session. 

A career counselor may also want to be more specific when outlining tasks related to a 

career intervention. For example, instead of saying, “Read over this resume guide and 

work on creating a first draft of your resume,” a counselor might say, “For this week, 

look at the section on writing a career objective. Find two examples that you like and try 

your hand at writing two possible career objectives.”   

In order to build concentration skills, the student might be encouraged to set a 

timer for small increments (5-10 minutes) while working on a task.  When the timer 

rings, they make a note of whether they have been focused on the task.  The timer also 

gradually conditions them to be more aware of when and how their mind wanders, and 

can eventually be discontinued when this process becomes more under their conscious 

control. Another suggestion is to work for short periods of time (30-60 minutes), after 

which a 5-10 minute break is taken to engage in a pleasurable activity. Finally, students 

are encourage to keep a pad of paper on their desk; when they find themselves being 

distracted by thoughts of something else they need to do, they can write that down on the 



paper for later consideration, thus removing the idea from their immediate thought 

(Levrini & Prevatt, 2012).  

If a student endorses many of the 14 critical items on the BDEFS, then the full 89-

item measure can be utilized to determine whether additional impairment is likely in the 

areas of self-restraint, motivation, and regulation of emotions. In this case, a career 

counselor might discuss how each of these additional areas might influence one’s choice 

of a career. It is very common for college students with ADHD to have an unrealistic 

view of their suitability for their chosen major. Many times decisions are made based on 

parent pressure, current trends (business, medicine and law seem to be popular choices), 

or merely falling into a major without careful thought or planning. For some people, 

many careers can be rewarding and doable, but for adults with ADHD, it is imperative to 

select a job or career that fits their particular needs.  

 If students have difficulties in the areas of the BDEFS that measure self-restraint 

or motivation, they should avoid jobs that include sitting at a desk all day doing 

repetitive, detail oriented work. More suitable jobs might be ones that involve creativity, 

spontaneity, the ability to set one’s own hours, and a degree of variety. But they should 

be careful about selecting a job with too much flexibility; some adults with ADHD need 

clear deadlines and someone to hold them accountable. Otherwise, their tendency to 

procrastinate may prevent them from following through on tasks.  Some good job choices 

for adults with ADHD might include teaching, sales, or marketing.  Managerial or 

administrative jobs might be quite suitable if there are support staff who take care of 

structure, organization, and day to day details. Many adults with ADHD become 

entrepreneurs and are quite successful. Adults with ADHD can thrive in jobs that allow 



them to plan, create new endeavors, solicit contracts, and envision the big picture. Then, 

they turn the implementation and monitoring over to their detail oriented support staff.  In 

sum, the career counselor can try to link specific behaviors or areas of impairment on the 

BDEFS with a list of likely versus unlikely career matches. 

Additional Strategies for Career Practitioners 

 

     Given the increased prevalence of students with an ADHD diagnosis on college 

campuses, career advisors can expect to see an increase of students with ADHD seeking 

career services.  The BDEFS can be used in making initial hypotheses about a student’s 

strengths and weaknesses, and can lead to specific strategies. However, the career service 

providers should also be aware of the following considerations when working with a 

student with ADHD symptoms: 

Preparation for working with students with ADHD: 

• Seek out continuing training on ADHD and strategies for working with college 

students who present with indicators of ADHD such as: (a) excessive talking in 

sessions, (b) evidence of low frustration tolerance, (c) lack of focused attention, 

(d) excessive procrastination, (e) poor time management, (f) being late for 

appointments, (g) difficulty with planning, and (h) making impulsive career 

decisions (Dipeulo, 2011). 

Diagnosis 

• If a student has not been formally diagnosed but is demonstrating these symptoms 

or complaining about the impact of these symptoms in areas of life such as 

academic, social, personal or career, a career counselor should recommend formal 

testing and offer appropriate referrals. 



• If the student has been formally diagnosed, ask about when the diagnosis 

occurred. Someone with a recent diagnosis may still be struggling with 

understanding what the diagnosis means and may need to address thoughts, 

feelings and myths related to that diagnosis (Dipeulo, 2011).  

• Be aware of the possible impact of ADHD on a student’s completion of career 

assessment inventories (Dipeulo, 2011), and make adjustments when possible. 

Strength-based Approach 

• Discuss how the student has made accommodations to increase success, and how 

those strategies might also work in the career exploration and job search process. 

• Because no one gets a job based on their weaknesses, focus more on the student’s 

unique skills and strengths as opposed to how their ADHD might limit their 

options (Osborn & Zunker, 2016). 

Counseling Strategies 

• Consider adding more structure to the career counseling session, with activities 

that will engage the student in the process (Ramsay & Rostain, 2003). For 

example, card sorts are an active, hands-on activity that can keep a student 

actively involved (Osborn & Zunker, 2016). Another way to structure a session is 

by creating an action plan that clearly defines goals, activities to meet those goals, 

and deadlines (Sampson, Peterson, Reardon & Lenz, 2004). 

• Be sensitive to and address negative self-talk with respect to career decision-

making and job searching. Because students with ADHD may have experienced 

multiple failures (Hartmann, 2002; Lewandowski, 2008), there may be 

accompanying negative self-talk associated with the likelihood of success for 



future career goals. Cognitive Information Processing theory (Sampson, Peterson, 

Reardon & Lenz, 2004) provides a framework for identifying, exploring and 

addressing negative career thinking. 

• Consider the unique aspects of the student when choosing career interventions. 

Discuss with the student preferences for type of information (e.g., print materials, 

video, informational interviews), and ask for student preferences in terms of 

office lighting and amount of information being presented. 

Career Search 

• Be aware of how these symptoms might present difficulties in the job search. For 

example, if a student talks excessively in a job interview, not allowing for give 

and take in the conversation, this might have a negative impact on the 

interviewer’s perception of the student. A career service provider can help the 

student through applying behavioral rules such “aim for equal amounts of 

conversation” and then role-play with mock interviews. 

• Be realistic when discussing career options. Students should consider all aspects 

of self – values, interests, skills, and specific aspects of their ADHD when 

narrowing their list of options. For example, if poor focus is a primary aspect of a 

student’s ADHD, a job that requires constant focus might not be the best option. 

Alternatively, if a client needs a great deal of variety in order to stay engaged, this 

should be a criterion for consideration when exploring different options (Dipeulo, 

2011). 

In summary, college students with ADHD experience significantly more 

academic consequences than college students without ADHD (Reaser et al., 2007). It is 



important to efficiently identify these students in order to offer treatment and assistance. 

The BDEFS, both the 14-item screener and the full measure, can be useful tools in 

working with college students who have ADHD.  Career counselors will be most 

successful if they identify specific ADHD-related impairments, select techniques and 

remediation that align with those specific impairments, and utilize practices known to 

facilitate functioning for adults with ADHD.  
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