Executive dysfunctions in toddlers with ASD: a BRIEF-P profile

Background

Executive functions = EF

Behavior Rating ot Executive Functions = BRIEF (parent questionnaire)

EF problems in ASD school-age children

- BRIEF: problems with inhibition, emotional control, initiation, working

memorty, planning/organizing & monitoring
- Most protound problems with cognitive flexibility (shift)

EF problems in ASD preschoolers

- Little research undertaken

1

- EF problems: linked to lower social, communication & daily living skills
- BRIEF-P: inconsistent EF profiles in smaller studies

Objective: Is there a specific BRIEF-P profile in autistic preschoolers?

Methods

Retrospective diagnostic data

- 210 preschoolers with ASD (see Table 1)
- BRIEF-P (n = 210) with ADOS-2 (n = 166, 79%)

BRIEF-P

- Reterence group: normative group trom Dutch BRIEF manual
- Cut-offs: mean T-score = 50, potentially clinically elevated T-score =
60, & clinically elevated T-score = 65
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Table 1
Descriptives of the research group
Age ADOS-2
M (ASD) M (SD)
Boys »=155 3.63 (0.87) 15.86 (5.13)

Girls n= 55 3.82 50.922 13.69 SS.ISZ

Note. There was no significant difference in age between boys and gids (7 = 1.36(208), p = .174).

Table 2

Mean T-scores of BRIEF-P dinical scales for autistic boys and girls

Boys Girls
M (5D) M (5D)
Inhibition 6385 | (1343) T>60,p<.001, 6822 (1602 T >60,p=.001,
Cohen’s d= 287 Cohen’s 4= 513
Shift 6835  (1590) T > 60,p<.001, T > 65, p < .001,
Cohen’s 4= .525 Cohen’s 4= .609
Emotional control | 6537  (14.28) T > 60, p < .001, T > 65, p < .001,
Cohen’s d= .376 Cohen’s d=.701
Working memory 6327  (1258) T >50,p<.001, 6441  (1681) T > 50, <.001,
Cohen’s d= 1.055 Cohen’s 4 = 858
Plan/Organize 6202 (1341) T>50,p<.001, 6378 (1467 T >50,p<.001,
Cohen’s 4= .896 Cohen’s 4= .939

Note. Yellow cells = significantly elevated BRIEF-P scores, orange cells = significantly potentially clinically elevated
scores, red cells = significantly clinically elevated scores. Analyses were corrected for multiple testing,

Table 3

Pearson corvelations of BRIEF-P T-scores of subscales with ADOS-2 total score

Boys Girls
Inhibition r= .08, ns r=-14, ns
Shift r=-01, ns r=-28 ns
Emotional Control  r= -.25, p = .005 r=-45p= 004
Working memory r= .08, ns r= .07, ns
Plan/gw' c r= .13‘ ns r= -.0‘7i ns
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Results

BRIEF-P Internal consistency = good
- All BRIEF-P scales: Cronbach’s a from .801 to .893

BRIEF-P elevated scores for ASD preschoolers
- All BRIEF-P scales: elevated (see Table 2)
- Inhibition: potentially clinically elevated scores

More EF problems in girls

- Boys: potentially clinically elevated scores

- Girls: clinically elevated scores (large ES)

for

- Shift (= 2.70(2006), p = .01; Cohen’s 4 = .427)

- Emotional control (# = 4.81(205), p < .001, Cohen’s 4 = .762)

Negative correlation ADOS-2 & Emotional Control

- Boys: small negative correlation (r = -.248, p = .005; see Table 3)
- Girls: moderate negative correlation (r = -.447, p = .004)

Conclusions

Specific BRIEF-P profile in autistic preschoolers

- Problems with inhibition, shift & emotional control

- Autistic girls: more pronounced problems on shift & emotional control

- Consistent with clinical practice: emotion regulation difficulties 1s often
primary reason for referring preschool girls for ASD assessment

ADOS-2 negatively correlated with Emotional Control

- Higher ADOS-2 scores = tewer BRIEF-P emotional control problems

- Hypothesis: higher ADOS-2 children interact less with environment. In
contrast, more ‘soclally open’ children are more sensitive to stimuli, thus

more prone to emotion regulation difficulties.

Clinical implications
- EF problems are present early in ASD
- BRIEF-P: usetul for screening EF problems 1n autistic preschoolers

- Important to consider sex differences in ASD symptoms
- Further research needed on relationship ADOS-2 & BRIEF-P




