
How to Make a PB&J 
Sandwich: Using 
Cognitive Flexibility as 
a Treatment Target in 
Eating Disorders and 
Other Conditions

Emily Hemendinger LCSW, 
MPH, CPH, ACS
Stephanie Lehto PsyD



Whowe are and why we are here



Disclosures

ÅNo financial or commercial 
disclosures by any presenters

ÅExcept that this is going to be a 
REALLY fun presentation



Write out the steps for 
making a peanut butter 
and jelly sandwich



Learning Objectives

Identify at least 
two reasons why 
cognitive flexibility 
is important to 
address in therapy

01
Describe the concepts 
of cognitive rigidity, 
cognitive flexibility, set 
shifting, perspective 
shifting, central 
coherence, and 
executive functioning.

02
Utilize at least 
three therapeutic 
activities to 
address cognitive 
rigidity in therapy 
clients

03



Definitions for Today

ÅCognitive flexibility: the ability for our 
brains to shift or change mental and 
behavioral ideas at the same time.

ÅCognitive rigidity: the inability for our 
brains to adapt to new information or 
changes. Having a hard time thinking of 
something in a different way.

ÅExecutive functioning: tasks our brains 
perform that are necessary to think, act 
and solve problems. Includes planning, 
organization and working memory.



Definitions for Today

ÅSet shifting: the ability to move 
back and forth between different 
tasks, rules, or mental sets
ÅAttentional shifting
ÅTask switching

ÅPerspective shifting: the ability 
to move out of your normal point 
of view to explore new ways of 
thinking and understanding



Definitions for Today

ÅWeak Central Coherence: being too 
focused with thedetails which creates a 
lack of attention to seethe bigger picture

ÅTheory of Mind:the ability to understand 
that other people have thoughts, feelings 
and intentions that may be different from 
our own.



A little bit about CF

CF involves a range of skills, including attentional 
shifting, strategy updating, response to feedback, 
reversal learning, exploration, and task switching. 

CF works with working memory and inhibitory control 
to facilitate goal-oriented behavior.

CF can be compromised in early-life 
neurodevelopmental disorders, clinical conditions that 
emerge during adolescence and late-life dementias. 



How cognitive 
rigidity shows up in 
life

ÅPerfectionism

ÅDistressed when plans 
change

ÅStubbornness 

ÅAttention to detail

ÅDifficultly leaving things 
unfinished 

ÅDifficulty with uncertainty



How cognitive rigidity shows up in 
therapy
Å[ĲĲũŔŰŊШũŔťĲШǃŸƨќƖĲШċШĤƖŸťĲŰШ

record

ÅLow distress tolerance

ÅDifficulty with emotional 
regulation (i.e. either overly 
controlled or easily 
overwhelmed and consumed 
by emotions)

Å Both client and therapist can 
ŉĲĲũШљƚƣƨĦťњ



Case example
ÅLavender is a 40 year old cisgender female. Lavender 

has been working with you for 3 months, and has 
made it clear that she is not interested in changing, 
but is only here to pacify her partner. 
ÅLavender noted that she would like to be able to 

follow her routines, and expects her partner to follow 
ƣőĲƚĲШƖŸƨƣŔŰĲƚЯШƣŸŸЯШƚċǃŔŰŊШљfќůШŔŰШƣőĲШƖŔŊőƣШőĲƖĲЮњШ
ÅLavender is overly inclusive of details, and will spend 

the first 30 minutes of your session checking in on 
her last week. She becomes upset if you interrupt 
her, because she will want to finish her sentence, 
ċŰĬШƖĲůŔŰĬƚШǃŸƨШƣőċƣШƚőĲШљƓċǃƚШǃŸƨШƣŸШũŔƚƣĲŰШƣŸШůĲЮњШ
ÅLavender has not set goals, hopes that you will bring 

her partner into session to explain that she should 
not change. 



Example of Cognitive Rigidity



CF and Eating 
Disorders

ÅNeuropsychological research highlights two main cognitive 
deficits: 
ÅCognitive inflexibility (or limited set-shifting) 
ÅIntense attention to detail (or reduced central 

coherence) 

ÅHow this presents:
ÅObsessions with food, body image, and weight
ÅCompulsive actions such as weight oneself, body 

checking, counting calories, and exercising

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND.

http://skippettystreet.blogspot.com/2009/12/not-so-fast-yoga-catz-before-i-go.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


CF and Eating Disorders

Impaired CF in eating disorders:
ÅConsidered maintenance factors of 

eating disorders. 

ÅCan be a contributing factor in the 
development of an eating disorder 
and because of this could persist 
despite nutrition and health 
improvements.

ÅCan contribute to psychosocial 
difficulties and issues with 
maintaining recovery outside of 
structured higher levels of care.



CF and Common Co-
Morbidities

ÅResearch on OCD: Low CF, categorized by 
persistent and recurrent intrusive thoughts and 
repetitive behaviors

ÅResearch on Autism: Low CF displayed in 
repetitive behaviors, rigidity, need for sameness, 
perseverative interests



CF and Common Co-
Morbidities
ÅResearch on ADHD: Heightened CF 

and high levels of inattention.

ÅResearch on PTSD: Level of CF, after 
trauma exposure, emerged as a 
significant predictor of PTSD symptom 
severity. 

ÅResearch on early life stressors: CF is 
impaired after early life stressors. 
ÅIt also represents a protective 

factor against the formation of 
rigid maladaptive behaviors. 



Why CF?

ÅPsychoeducation on EF deficits and CF 
allow clients to understand their thinking 
patterns.

  

ÅAddressing CF may allow the patient to 
reflect on how rigidity interferes with their 
life and values

ÅHelpful for perseverative and stuck clients 
who struggle with therapy. 



Time to 
move



Treatment

ÅCognitive retraining that focuses on 
improving executive functioning, 
specifically focusing on aspects of 
cognitive flexibility
ÅExample: Cognitive Remediation Therapy

This training and the associated tasks 
can sometimes be used as a form of 
ERP!



Cognitive Remediation 
Therapy (CRT)

ÅCan improve set-shifting, 
overall central coherence, 
cognitive flexibility, abstract 
thinking, quality of life  

ÅImprove the everyday 
functioning of individuals 
living with cognitive rigidity

ÅImprove cognitive processes

21



CRT Research: Eating 
disorders

ÅImproved flexibility in central coherence and set-
shifting tasks (Tchanturia, Davies, & Campbell, 
2007)

ÅWell-received by patients, helped develop 
therapeutic alliance, low drop out rate (Hagan, 
Christensen & Forbush, 2020)

ÅEnhanced the effects of standard treatment; 
improved cognitive flexibility, abstract thinking, and 
quality of life (Giombini et al., 2022)



CRT Research: Limited 
Research Overall

ÅWith Autism
ÅImproved social cognition and cognitive 

function
ÅSome improvement in executive functioning, 

namely working memory and set shifting

ÅWith EDs and co-morbid OCD
ÅImprovement in central coherence and 

flexibility 
ÅCRT did not enhance standard  treatment

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://knowingneurons.com/2020/04/22/cognition-in-schizophrenia/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


CRT Research т 
Mixed Results

Overall, most research DOES 
show improvement in cognitive 
flexibility and executive 
functioning.

There are mixed results when it 
comes to reduced eating 
disorder, depressive, and anxiety 
symptoms



CRT Research

Limitations in the research:

ÅCF is hard to isolate and measure 
individually 

ÅLack of standardized treatment 
protocol

ÅDifficult to quantify 
ŔůƓƖŸƻĲůĲŰƣв



Beyond numbers!

ÅQualitative research on CRT is promising:
ÅImprovement in motivation to change
ÅBetter able to learn problem solving skills and 

understand their thinking patterns
ÅImproved ability to view self as having an active role 

in problem solving

ÅThese are important improvements when we consider 
treatment engagement and completion.

ÅThe improvements in quality of life and well-being may be 
more likely to be seen in the long term and not captured 
by a snapshot of quantitative research.



CRT: How it works

ÅNeuropsychological tasks, puzzles, 
games, and real-life activities that 
focus on cognitive flexibility and/or 
central coherence

ÅProcess and reflect on task when it 
has been completed 
ÅDraw parallels to their behaviors 

in the rest of their life



What it targets

ÅCognitive flexibility
ÅCentral coherence
ÅSet shifting

ÅProcess of thought, not content 

ÅChallenges perfectionism

ÅCan build confidence in ability to engage in 
other therapies

ÅImprove decision making and planning

ÅImprove integrated thinking



Case Example
Å17 year old female with AN-R and 

OCD. First time in adult treatment. 

ÅDecided to use CRT workbook and 
curriculum. 
ÅShorter sessions
ÅDid the activity/task and 

processed it 
ÅRelated it to real world 

situations and to interactions 
with treatment team 
ÅGave behavioral assignments as 

homework
ÅMade game and competition out 

of some of the tasks



Case Example

Å34-year-old male with OCD 
and Autism
Å5th grade education
ÅCognitive and 

developmentally 
appropriate adjustments
ÅFocused more on behavioral 

change and assignments vs. 
thought processes



Time for Fun-tivities!



Illusions Task





Main Idea Task

ÅRead the following letter

ÅFirst, summarize it into 3 
sentences 

ÅBe sure to avoid run on 
sentences



April 3, 2025

To Mr. Goh,

I will be the very best, like no one ever was. To catch them is my real test. To train them is my cause. 
I do not believe that you will catch one of every pokemon. That is impossible, and besides, my goal 
ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ōŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǿƻ ǾŜǊȅ ōŜǎǘǎΦ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ 
support you in your process but we should work together to befriend them and practice special 
ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΦ LΩƳ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ 
ƳƻǊŜ ŘƻŀōƭŜΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ƴƻǘ ŘƻŀōƭŜΦ  LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ōǳŘŘȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ȅƻǳǊ ōǳŘŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ 
practice together! 

Kindly yours,

Ash



Main Idea Task ÅHow was it?

ÅHow did you 
determine what was 
important to include?

ÅDid you get stuck on 
any part of the letter?

ÅHow does this relate to 
your life? 



Task Switching

ÅWe are going to go around the roomand pick words 
that start with each upcoming letter of the 
alphabet; however, we will alternate  between 
picking a fictional character or a flavor that begins 
with the specific letter.

ÅfќůШŊŸŔŰŊШƣŸШĬĲůŸŰƚƣƖċƣĲШƣőĲШĲǂċůƓũĲШĤĲũŸƽа

ÅExample:
ÅAlbus Dumbledore
ÅBubblegum
ÅCaptain America
ÅDragon fruit



Task Switching

ÅHow did you hold the two task rules in mind at the 
same time? 

ÅWas there ever a time you found yourself getting 
stuck, where a thought or idea about something 
else ï like the old rule ï got in the way of your 
being able to think of the task in hand? 

ÅWhen might it be useful to think of two things at 
the same time? 



Bigger Picture Task

Write a description of the following photo:




