
RESEARCH BRIEFS    by Lauren Haack, PhD, and Sarah Griest, MS

Understanding Others,  
Regulating Emotions

Executive Function, Theory of Mind, and ADHD

THIS RESEARCH UPDATE focuses on how execu-
tive functioning relates to how youth with 
ADHD understand others and regulate emo-

tions. There may be a link between executive function 
deficits and theory-of-mind challenges in children with 
ADHD. Theory of mind refers to the ability to infer other 
people’s emotions, intentions, desires, and beliefs. This 
research is important because it may lead us to a better 
understanding of how to help build better emotional reg-
ulation in youth with ADHD.

How does ADHD impact children’s ability to 
understand the feelings and behaviors of others?

The first paper is a systematic review of studies on 
youth executive function and theory of mind. Executive 
functions include abilities like planning, impulse control, 
working memory, and flexibility to adapt thinking. Defi-
cits in executive functioning are described as a key com-
ponent of ADHD. Theory of mind refers to the ability to 
infer other people’s emotions, intentions, desires, and be-
liefs. After searching electronic databases and applying 
systematic inclusion/exclusion criteria, the authors se-
lected fifteen articles, eight of which analyzed the rela-
tionship between executive functioning and theory of 
mind specifically in children (ages 6-11) with ADHD.

The findings support an association between theory of 
mind and executive functioning in youth with ADHD, 
with impulse control difficulties being most related with 
theory of mind difficulties. Attention, working memory, 
and flexible thinking showed more mixed associations 
with theory of mind. The authors explain that the execu-
tive function of impulse control is necessary to manage 
cognitive, emotional, and physical responses; thus, diffi-
culty in this area may interfere with the ability to perceive 
others’ point of view and express feelings appropriately.

Limitations of this review include a general lack of 
studies that compare these two concepts, as well as a nar-
row range of how available studies assess theory of mind, 
hindering the ability to compare theory of mind to other 
concepts. Further, available studies feature a narrow range 
of designs, which limits the ability to make broad expla-

nations. Due to these limitations, the authors ask that we 
interpret the findings with caution. Limitations could be 
addressed in future research by increasing study sample 
size, as well as diversifying both theory of mind assess-
ments and study design.

The authors encourage more research in this area to 
help understand the connection between executive func-
tions and theory of mind in children who have difficulty 
with attention and hyperactivity, as well as how this con-
nection may impact social and emotional challenges.
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Is difficulty understanding others’ feelings and behaviors 
related to emotional dysregulation in adolescents with 
ADHD? 

Continuing our exploration of how theory of mind relates to 
ADHD, the second paper examined the interaction of theory of 
mind with emotion regulation difficulties in adolescents (ages 
11-17) with and without ADHD.

The 200 study participants were recruited from an outpatient 
clinic in Turkey; 100 adolescents met criteria for ADHD, and 100 
healthy control adolescents matched according to gender and age 
were recruited through families of the staff. The adolescents com-
pleted a self-report questionnaire of emotion dysregulation and 
three theory of mind assessments with research study staff.

The results revealed that adolescents with ADHD reported 
higher levels of emotion dysregulation and theory of mind defi-
cits compared to adolescents without ADHD; in addition, emo-
tion dysregulation related to more theory of mind difficulty and 
more severe ADHD symptoms for adolescents with ADHD. In-
terestingly, theory of mind deficits predicted and accounted for a 
substantial amount of variance in emotion dysregulation, but 
only for those with ADHD.

The authors note that some limitations of their study include a 
relatively small sample size, a lack of comprehensive measures of 
emotion regulation skills, and a lack of consideration of executive 
functioning. They also recommend that ADHD presentation be 
incorporated in the analysis of future research. Despite limita-
tions, the authors posit that results support the potential benefit 
of teaching youth with ADHD strategies for understanding oth-
ers’ emotions in order to improve their ability to regulate their 
emotions and behave in a way they would like to when upset. 
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