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To All the Productivity Hacks I’ve 
Known Before: Managing 

Executive Dysfunction at Work 
Nicole Gustavsen, Gonzaga University 



DEFINITIONS 

EXECUTIVE DYSFUNCTION 

The temporary or persistent 
breakdown of executive 
functions: 

procrastination 
time management issues 
short-term memory and 
word recall problems 
And so many more! 

PRODUCTIVITY HACKS 

The cultural concept that 
promises you can overcome 
productivity limitations for 
good by using a special new 
tool or tech or process. 

Separate from the legitimate 
study of organizational 
behavior. 



PRODUCTIVITY HACKS ARE... 

LIFE-CHANGING 

You’ll be better, 
forever, if only you use 

This One Trick! 
Chumbox logic. 

OPTIMIZING 

Working harder, 
better, faster, 
stronger™ in pursuit of 
total productivity. 



AT THE INTERSECTION OF EXECUTIVE 
DYSFUNCTION AND PRODUCTIVITY HACKS... 

Personal: 
I have ADHD and several other brain-based conditions 
I spend huge amounts of time navigating executive 
dysfunction at work 
I’ve tried every productivity hack out there, and I have 
sharable knowledge now, so watch out world 



AT THE INTERSECTION OF EXECUTIVE 
DYSFUNCTION AND PRODUCTIVITY HACKS... 

Political: 
Everyone wants to find better ways to work, but... 
People living with pervasive executive dysfunction have 
extra incentive. We want to keep our jobs! We want those 
jobs to not be a constant misery! 
The toxicity of productivity hacks as a concept is located at 
this intersection. 



TIME TO HACK! 



HACK 1: BULLET JOURNALING 

WHAT IT IS: 
Combo 
journal/planner/ 
calendar/everything 
Hand-written 
Flexible format 

MY EXPERIENCE: 
Used religiously for 
years 
Dropped it briefly 
Couldn’t get back up 
the learning curve 
again 



CLASSIC BUJO 

Image source 

https://www.tinyrayofsunshine.com/blog/bullet-journal-guide


INSTAGRAM BUJO 

GREAT, BUT: 
Steep learning curve 
Intimidation curve too 
Can be very time-
intensive 
Potentially expensive 

All images from Pinterest 



HAND-TO-EYE COORDINATION 

BRAIN-BASED: 
Handwriting is 
beneficial for memory 
Summarizing and 
repetition are also 
great for cognition 

MORE REALISTIC: 
Keeping a less 
stylistic journal 
Drawing or 
sketching 
Intentional 
summarizing 



HACK 2: OBSIDIAN/ZETTELKASTEN 

WHAT IT IS: 
Journaling & knowledge 

management 

application/system 

Creating associations 

between notes allows for 

novel connections 

Writing down your 

thoughts, creating an 

“external brain” 

MY EXPERIENCE: 
I’ve tried for years to 
actually start this 
one... 
Too intimidated by 
the learning curve! 



OBSIDIAN 

obsidian.md 



IDEAL 
ZETTELKASTEN 

GREAT, BUT: 
Unbelievable 
learning curve 
Not really functional 
until you’ve been 
using it awhile 



OFFLOADING! 

BRAIN-BASED: 
Getting excess thoughts 

out of your head helps 

your brain “cool off” 

Keeping them organized 

can have secondary 

benefits for creativity as 

well 
Automating via tech can 

help with memory issues 

OTHER OPTIONS: 
Free notetaking and 
calendar apps 
Sticky notes 
Whiteboard 
Sand 



HACK 3: KANBAN BOARDS/TRELLO 

WHAT IT IS: 
Japanese engineering 
management system 
Used to visualize 
production steps, break 
down tasks, and track 
progress 
Whether physical or 
virtual, meant to catch 
attention 

MY EXPERIENCE: 

Easily the most usable! 
I use Trello, and I keep 
it on its own monitor 
at work so I can 
always see it 
Does cost money, 
sadly 



KANBAN IN ACTION AT TOYOTA’S
MOTOMACHI PLANT, 1963 

 



A SIMPLE TRELLO BOARD 

trello.com 



“CLOSE AT HAND, CLOSE TO MIND” 

BRAIN-BASED: 
Visualize and track 

processes 

Get it all out in front of you 

Take advantage of 
whatever your brain pays 

attention to (bright colors, 
looming boards, sounds) 

OTHER OPTIONS 

Cork board, 
whiteboard 
Brightly colored 
sticker tags 
A bowl by the door 



Working while managing executive dysfunction doesn’t 
have to mean blowing through endless productivity 

hacks that don’t stick. 



There’s no product or process that can single-handedly 
change our relationship with how we work. It’s just too 

complex. 
And in any case, we’re not machines. We can’t be 

optimized into perfect productivity. 



SO WHAT DID I LEARN? 

...to listen to my executive dysfunctions, rather than 
papering them over with hacks. 

...to buy fewer expensive pen and paper products. 

...to accept that I don’t need to be a perfect worker in 
order to be a good librarian. 
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