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The concept of  the “executive functions” of the 
frontal lobe originated in neuropsychological 
studies of neurological populations in humans 
aimed at determining the roles of the frontal lobes 
in cognition. It is an umbrella term for a very wide 
range of abilities that enable us to adapt new 
ways of behaving. Since many, if not most, social 
situations are “novel” in the sense that they are not 
exactly the same as previously encountered, it is 
not surprisingly if deficits in executive function have 
effects upon social behaviour. moreover, some 
aspects of frontal lobe function seem dedicated to 
social and emotional behaviour. 

However, research into frontal lobe executive 
functions and investigations in the field of social 
cognition have historically developed largely 
independently. But recent years have seen 
the importing of many of the procedures and 
techniques from human neuropsychology into fields 
relevant to understanding social cognition, and 
vice-versa. The most obvious of these relates to 
the study of cognition in autism spectrum disorders 
(ASd) and other developmental conditions. At the 
head of this advance lies the huge recent step 
forward in our understanding of a large part of 
the brain: rostral prefrontal cortex (approximating 
BA 10). 

We now know that rostral PFc supports processing 
relating to a wide variety of cognitive abilities which 
are critical to competence in everyday life. These 
include multitasking and prospective memory, 
high-level memory control (e.g.) source and context 
memory, metacognition, social cognition (including 
some forms of mentalizing), and dealing with 
“open-ended” situations. recent evidence from 
our lab and others shows that these abilities can 
be impaired independently from “IQ” and many 
other mental capacities. The new methods we 
have developed to investigate competence in these 
domains, ostensibly for neurological populations, 
are now starting to be applied to the study of 
atypical development in children. As this occurs, it 
is becoming clear that people with ASd often show 
disruption of the abilities supported by rostral PFc. 
However, this disruption cannot be captured within 
a “deficit model”. Instead, it is characterised by 
abnormal variation which might be the hallmark of a 
disruption in the course of functional specialisation 
of this brain region. This kind of interaction 
between the methods and theories prevalent in 
the two erstwhile separate fields (neuropsychology 
and developmental psychology), typified by the 
emerging field of social neuroscience, promises to 
radically change practice in both fields.
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Professor Paul Burgess 
has a longstanding interest 
in executive functions and 
the frontal lobes. He has 
created a number of the 
neuropsychological tests 
used in the clinic (e.g. BADS 
battery, six elements test), and 
he has contributed greatly to 
the understanding of the role 
of the most anterior (rostral) 
parts of the frontal lobes in the 
planning and organization of 
behavior. The rostral prefrontal 
cortex (area 10) was until 
recently unknown territory, but 
thanks to Paul Burgess and his 
coworkers, this enigmatic part 
of the brain is finally yielding 
to scientific efforts (“BA10 
is boss”!). An initial paper in 
this research line (Shallice & 
Burgess, 1991) is among the 
most cited in neuropsychology 
(802 citations by last count).


