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ABSTRACT

Executive function became an internal counselor skill that plays a role in navigating complex client problems,
making informed decisions, and maintaining professional effectiveness. Counselor executive function skills
were not primarily developed during preservice education. This study aims to examine executive function skills
School Counselor by comparing the performance of preservice, novice, and experienced counselors. This research method uses a
non-experimental quantitative design involving 99 counselors (36 experienced, 28 novice, and 35 preservice).
Measurements used the Counselor's Executive Function Questionnaire (CEFQ), and the data results were
analyzed using descriptive and comparative analysis (ANOVA). The results showed there were no significant
differences between preservice, novice, and experienced counselors. However, experienced counselors still
show the most important differences among others. These results predict that education and experience factors
are unstable and may trigger executive dysfunction. This research suggests exploring executive function skill
factors related to counselor performance, as well as programming counseling evaluation and supervision to
optimize counselor professional growth.
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1. Introduction

Recent research developments categorize counseling skills into internal skills and external skills
(Hidayah, 2010; Mulawarman & Antika, 2020; Radjah, 2016). Internal skills include thinking skills
(mind skills), and external skills include mastery of counseling technique approaches and basic
communication skills (Irani & M. Ramli, 2022; Mulawarman & Antika, 2020; Purwaningrum, 2014;
Radjah, 2016; Ramli et al., 2023). The counselor's internal skills are the abilities, attitudes, and
attributes of the counselor internally or mentally, which influence how a person thinks, feels, and
interacts with themselves and others (Hidayah et al., 2023). Based on previous research, internal skills
that have been proven to influence counseling performance are thinking skills (Atmoko et al., 2018;
Hanafi et al., 2021; Nelson-Jones, 2005) (Fauzan et al., 2023). As the implementation of counseling
practice progresses, the form of internal counseling skills needs to be explored further. Several conflicts
hinder the achievement of counseling goals in the school environment (Hulloli et al., 2024). These
obstacles include impulsive conditions in responding to counselees and emotional hijacking.
Impulsiveness in responding to counselees is a condition of internalization of automatic thoughts that
manifest into counseling behavior (Deacon et al., 2011; Hope et al., 2010; Larsson et al., 2016).
Emotional hijacking refers to difficulty inhibiting personal emotions into counseling behavior
(Gutierrez & Mullen, 2016; Martin et al., 2004; Mustaffa et al., 2013; Testa & Sangganjanavanich,
2016). This process refers to counselors not being able to implement sub-executive function skills
optimally in counseling sessions. Many studies have proven that executive function skills have been a
predictor or key to achievement of problem-solving (Best & Miller, 2010; Chami et al., 2021; Gottfried
& Little, 2017; Neitzel, 2018; Palomino & Brudvig, 2021; Stephens et al., 2018; Usai et al., 2014;
Executive function skills play a crucial role in the counseling profession, encompassing a range of
cognitive processes essential for effective practice, including to avoid emotional hijacking during
counseling sessions (Yolvi et al., 2023). These skills include but are not limited to working memory,
cognitive flexibility, inhibitory control, and planning/problem-solving abilities (Cristofori et al., 2019;
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Karbach & Kray, 2016; Otero & Barker, 2014). Executive function skills are a sub-brain function of
the prenatal cortex located at the front of the head (Friedman & Robbins, 2021; Funahashi & Andreau,
2013). The sub-prefrontal cortex consists of several coordinate points, each of which contains various
functions. Rooted in the prefrontal cortex's intricate neural circuitry, executive function skills enable
counselors to regulate attention, inhibit impulsive responses, and flexibly adapt their strategies to meet
clients' diverse needs (Sindhusaranya et al., 2023). The ability to effectively utilize executive function
skills is vital for counselors to navigate complex client issues, make informed decisions, and maintain
professional effectiveness (Chami et al., 2021; Dube et al., 2020; Kofman et al., 2011; Mazzocco &
Kover, 2007; Otero et al., 2014; Executive function skills are closely related to the accuracy and speed
of information processing to become behavior in communication (Otero et al., 2014; Otero & Barker,
2014). On the other hand, executive function failure or executive dysfunction in counseling can give
rise to an inability to focus or maintain attention to the counseling object, impulsive negative thinking,
which is implemented in counseling actions, and personal emotions being executed into the counseling
process (emotional hijacking) and difficulty producing or implementing appropriate counseling
strategies. Appropriate and achieve counseling goals (Anderson et al., 2010; Hur et al., 2020). Even
though counselors gain experience with professional growth, executive dysfunction remains a threat to
the failure of the counseling process (Ozben et al., 2022). Understanding how executive function skills
develop across different career phases in counseling is essential for optimizing counselor training and
professional development programs (Auxier et al., 2003; Dye et al., 2020; Neyland-Brown et al., 2019).
The transition from preservice education to novice practice and experienced counseling involves
significant changes in knowledge, skills, and competencies (Brat et al., 2016; Mazgon et al., 2018;
Swank & Houseknecht, 2019; Yager & Tovar-Blank, 2007; Handayani et al., 2023). This professional
development generally focuses on the counselor's technical competence, with executive function skills
tending to emerge as an unstructured nurturant effect (Aydin et al., 2021). This condition gives a vague
picture of how executive function skills evolve throughout these career phases. Therefore, the present
study aims to address this gap in the literature by comparing the performance of counselors at various
career phases on executive function tasks. Specifically, we examine the executive function skills of
preservice counselors currently enrolled in counselor education programs, novice counselors with
limited professional experience, and experienced counselors with several years of practice. By
investigating executive function abilities across these career phases, we seek to gain insights into the
developmental trajectory of counselor cognitive abilities and inform strategies for enhancing counselor
training and practice. The Main hypothesis addressed for this research purpose is "There are significant
differences in executive function skills among preservice, novice, and experienced counselors.” In
specific, there were three hypotheses: Hal: Experienced counselors will demonstrate higher levels of
executive function skills compared to preservice and novice counselors.

Ha2: Novice counselors will exhibit higher levels of executive function skills compared to preservice
counselors but lower levels compared to experienced counselors. Ha3: Preservice counselors will have
the lowest levels of executive function skills among the three groups.

2. Methodology
Design and Participants

This research used quantitative method with non-experimental design, especially the comparative
design. Participants involved were 99 school counselors in Indonesia from different levels of
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professionalism. All of the respondents were selected randomly in East Java, Indonesia. From those
numbers, there were 36 experienced counselors (who had more than five years of professional
experience), 28 novice counselors (who had less than five years of experience), and 35 preservice
counselors (who had no professional experience). All selected respondents agreed to the research
informed consent to be fully involved during the measurement processes from 2022-2023. The detailed
participants were describe in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant description

Career Phase N Age Average Gender Ratio
Experienced 36 46.86 (5:31)
Novice 28 28.32 (6:22)
Preservice 35 23.00 (9:26)

Data collection tool

The data collection tool used is the Counselor's Executive Function Questionnaire (CEFQ). The CEFQ was a
Likert scale adapting the Executive Function Questionnaire for adults Peg Dawson and Richard Guare Version
(Peg & Guare Richard, 2018) relating to the counselor performances & Indonesian language. The CEFQ has 36
items based on 12 dimensions of executive function skills. Twelve dimensions include Response Inhibition,
Working Memory, Emotional Control, Task Initiation, Sustained Attention, Planning/Prioritization,
Organization, Time Management, Flexibility, Metacognition, Goal-Directed Persistence & Stress tolerance.
Three items represent each dimension. A seven range of scales follows each item to define strongly disagree,
disagree, tend to disagree, neutral, tend to agree, agree & strongly agree. The CEFQ had high-reliability on
Cronbach's alpha at 0.838 and Guttman at 0.857. The Item validity using item-rest correlation was ranged from
0.329 t0 0.629..

Data analysis

The research data analysis procedure used descriptive analysis and ANOVA with the posthoc test. Descriptive
analysis is the basis for understanding counselor data in general; ANOVA will be the primary analysis to answer
the main hypothesis through comparison between variables. The follow-up results from ANNOVA, namely the
post-hoc test, will provide coefficients and magnitudes in answering Hal, Ha2, and Ha3.

3. Results and discussion
Descriptive Analysis Results

Descriptive statistics for executive function performance scores revealed variations across career
phases. In general, the performance of counselors' executive function skills in East Java, Indonesia, is
at a medium level with an overall average of M=69,957. The data are in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive results

Career Phase N Mean SD SE Coefficient of variation
Experienced 36 71.351 6.718 1.12 0.094
Novice 28 68.637 5.877 1.111 0.086
Preservice 35 69.58 7.047 1.191 0.101

Next, Figure 1 shows the identification data for each executive function indicator, providing a portrait
of instability. The indicators of executive function skills that need to be highlighted by counselors in
East Java are currently related to inhibitory control, working memory, and set-shifting skills.
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Figure 1. Executive Function Skill Comparison.

A general comparison of each career phase group shows different levels of performance with a close
range, especially regarding the difference in the overall average. The experienced counselor group
showed a mean difference of 1.39, with novice counselors at -1.32 and preservice counselors at -0.38.
In simple terms, this number indicates that Hal was accepted, but Ha2 and Ha3 were rejected.
However, figures and graphs based on Figure 2 still require statistical proof for further testing.

Comparative Analysis Results

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed data in overall executive function scores between
preservice, novice, and experienced counselors. Further data details are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Model Fit

Cases Sum of Squares df Mean Square F p
Career Phase 123.774 2 61.887 1.414 0.248
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Table 3 data shows that the F and p values are F=1.414 and p=0.248 (p>0.05), respectively. These
results indicate that the experienced, novice and preservice counselor groups did not show any
significant differences between each other. These results refute the main hypothesis and accept the
null hypothesis of this study. These results are in line with descriptive data that the overall M value of
counselors has a difference (N-gain) that is not much different in each group.

Table 3. Post-hoc test results

Mean \
Difference SE t Cohen's d ptukey
Experienced* Novice 2.715 1.667 1.629 0.41 0.239
H *
Experienced 1.771 1.57 1.128 0.268 0.499
Preservice
Novice* Preservice -0.944 1.677 -0.563 -0.143 0.84

Further analysis data presented in Table 4 show the results of post-hoc tests (Tukey's HSD), which
indicate that the comparison of each group does not show any significant differences. This refers to the
p-turkey value, which shows the comparison between groups is above 0.05. However, the magnitude
of the T value shows that the experienced counselor group shows more positive results compared to
the other two groups. At the same time, the novice and preservice groups showed more homogeneous
and similar results. The results of this study indicate that the executive function skills of the preservice,
novice, and experienced counselor groups do not have significant differences. However, in comparison
between groups, the experienced counselor group showed executive function skills performance that
was more positively different than the other two groups. These results lead to indications of instability
in the level of executive function skills in the professional growth counselor process.

Referring to the factors that influence a person's executive function skills are genetic factors,
environmental factors, neurological factors, educational and experience factors, and emotional well-
being factors (Best & Miller, 2010; Perone et al., 2021). Brain development, especially the prefrontal
cortex, had the functions as an executive function (José et al., 2020; Salehinejad et al., 2023). The
prefrontal cortex develops significantly during childhood and adolescence and peaks in development
in early adulthood (Kolk & Rakic, 2021; Taffer & Semendeferi, 2012; Jumiatmoko, 2022). It means
that the age at which the counselor profession begins is the peak period for executive function
development. This condition implies that the prenatal cortex, which functions as an executive function,
is ready to be optimized for professional performance. Functionally, each counselor's brain
development varies, but in general, it goes through the same stages of physical and cognitive
development (Afridah et al., 2023; Kurniawan & Wahyuni, 2021; Ngussa et al., 2020). So these
findings speculate that education and training factors are other factors that can be differentiating
predictors between experienced, novice, and preservice counselor groups. These two factors in the
process become part of the counselor's professional growth and development (Hanafi et al., 2022;
Hidayah et al., 2022). This condition should be a predictor of the development of executive function
skills in counselors at various levels.

Instability in the level of executive function skills of counselors has the potential to experience
executive dysfunction conditions. The condition of executive dysfunction in counselors has the
potential to disrupt the achievement of personality competence and professional competence of
counselors (Perone et al., 2021; Warren et al., 2021). In this context, it will interfere with problem-
solving performance in counseling and lead to failure in counseling. Executive function skills need to
be checked continuously to ensure effective and efficient services (Wardhani et al., 2019). This
statement is closely related to a study stating that a person's executive function skills need to be checked
throughout life so that they do not affect their performance in carrying out professional tasks (Dube et
al., 2020; Kofman et al., 2011; Mazzocco & Kover, 2007). Furthermore, the impacts of concern
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regarding executive dysfunction in counseling include mental tension, disruption of relationships with
clients, and difficulty choosing counseling treatment (Fitriyah et al., 2022; Ramli et al., 2023) . This
condition interferes with counselor practitioners in carrying out professional duties (Degerli & Odaci,
2020; Hilts et al., 2022; Malko¢ & Aydin Siinbiil, 2020; Wahyuni et al., 2019; Yuen et al., 2020).

Implementation of a comprehensive BK program can involve the evaluation & supervision process as
an integral part so that professional obstacles can be avoided, including executive dysfunction. In
summary, the instability of executive function skills in the three groups of counselors hypothetically
shows that there is a suboptimal educational process and professional experience of counselors. This
fact is supported by several research studies which explain that the condition of evaluation and
supervision of guidance and counseling in Indonesia is not running optimally and even tends to lead to
administrative and procedural assessment and supervision (Kardina et al., 2022; Nurismawan et al.,
2022; Pendidikan et al., 2022; Nurismawan et al., 2022; Pendidikan et al., 2022; al., 2022; Rahim et
al., 2022; Sugiyo & Purwanto, 2014; This study contributes to the theoretical analysis of executive
function factors, which have a variety of conditions, especially regarding counselor professionalism.
Education and experience factors can be determining predictors of counselors' executive function skills
so that they can optimize counselors' professional growth and competence. The instability of the
executive function condition requires regular and continuous inspection or supervision.

At the same time, this research also provides practical implications based on the results regarding the
suboptimal personal and professional development services for counselors and the resulting instability
in executive function. Optimizing education and experience as one of the supporting factors for
executive function is a recommendation through a structured, systematic, and sustainable evaluation
and supervision program. While the study provides valuable insights, several limitations should be
acknowledged, including the relatively small sample size and limited cross-sectional design. Future
research should employ longitudinal designs to track changes in executive function skills over time
and explore potential moderators and other factors of executive function development in counseling
professionals.

4. Conclusion and future scope

This research succeeded in showing that the condition of counselors' executive function skills was not
significantly different between the experienced counselor, novice counselor, and preservice counselor
groups. This result indicates that instability in executive function skills can occur throughout the
professional journey. The impact is that the tendency for executive dysfunction to emerge threatens the
quality of counseling services. Based on these results, this research provides recommendations for
optimizing education and experience factors so that they can support counselors' executive function
skills in their professional growth. Analysis and exploration of executive function skills factors in
counselor performance is one of the recommended further research. A structured, systematic, and
sustainable evaluation and supervision program has practical implications for school counselors in
improving and maintaining the performance of their executive function skills.
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