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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Separation anxiety disorder may be accompanied by emotion-regulation
difficulties and impaired social abilities, adversely affecting children’s psychosocial functioning.
This study investigated the effectiveness of child-centered play therapy in improving emotion
regulation and social interest among children with separation anxiety disorder.

Methodology: This applied quantitative study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
design with a control group. The statistical population comprised 89 boys and girls aged five to six
years with separation anxiety disorder who attended counseling and psychological service centers
supervised by the Welfare Organization in Amol during the first quarter of 2025. Thirty eligible
children were recruited through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental
group or a control group, with 15 children in each group. The experimental group received eight
sessions of Landreth’s child-centered play therapy, whereas the control group received no
intervention. Data were collected using the Separation Anxiety Assessment Scale—Parent Version,
Emotion Regulation Checklist-Parent Form, and Social Interest Scale for Iranian Children. Data
were analyzed in SPSS version 24 using multivariate analysis of covariance.

Findings: After controlling for pretest scores, the multivariate group effect on emotion-regulation
components was significant (Wilks’ Lambda=0.238, F(2,25)=40.006, p<0.001, n*=0.762). Child-
centered play therapy significantly reduced emotional lability/negativity (F=36.791, p<0.001,
1n?>=0.586) and improved emotion regulation (F=42.407, p<0.001, 1*=0.620). The multivariate
effect on social-interest components was also significant (Wilks’ Lambda=0.380, F(4,21)=8.577,
p<0.001, n>=0.620). Significant group differences were found in responsibility—task performance
(F=10.156, p=0.004, 1>=0.293), communication and empathy (F=4.892, p=0.006, 1>=0.271),
assertiveness—confidence (F=11.037, p=0.003, 7>=0.315), and equality versus inferiority—
superiority (F=8.052, p=0.009, n>=0.251).

Conclusion: Child-centered play therapy appears effective in improving emotion regulation and
multiple dimensions of social interest among preschool children with separation anxiety disorder.
Its incorporation into counseling, preschool, and child psychological services is therefore
recommended.
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Social Interest, Preschool Children.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Separation anxiety is a developmentally expected
response during the early years of life; however, when
a child’s fear of separation becomes excessive,
persistent, and inconsistent with their developmental
level, it may constitute separation anxiety disorder.
This disorder is characterized by intense distress when
separation from attachment figures occurs or is
anticipated, persistent concerns about losing
caregivers, reluctance to attend preschool or remain
alone, refusal to sleep without an attachment figure,
and recurrent physical complaints associated with
separation (American Psychiatric, 2013). Separation
anxiety disorder can interfere with children’s
independence, educational participation,  peer
relationships, sleep, and family functioning. Its
development reflects a complex interaction between
genetic susceptibility and environmental experiences
rather than a single causal mechanism (Scaini et al.,
2012). Parental anxiety, overprotective behavior,
family accommodation, insecure attachment, stressful
experiences, and limited opportunities to practice
independence may contribute to its persistence.
Parent-focused  programs  have  consequently
emphasized reducing family behaviors that
unintentionally reinforce children’s avoidance and
dependency (Lebowitz et al., 2014). Valid parent-report
measures are also necessary for identifying clinically
important symptoms, particularly among young
children who may have difficulty describing their
internal experiences (Talaienejad et al., 2016).

The implications of separation anxiety may extend
beyond immediate childhood distress. Separation
anxiety has been identified among individuals with
other psychiatric conditions and may be associated
with greater clinical complexity and reduced quality
of life (Elbay et al., 2021; Karaytug et al., 2023). Early
intervention is therefore important not only for
reducing separation-related symptoms but also for
strengthening the developmental capacities through
which children cope with emotional arousal, social
demands, and increasing independence.

Emotion regulation is one of the principal capacities
potentially affected in children with separation
anxiety disorder. It encompasses the processes
through which individuals influence the onset,
intensity, duration, experience, and expression of their
emotions (Gross, 2015). Individual differences in
emotion-regulation strategies are associated with
emotional experience, interpersonal relationships, and

psychological well-being (Gross & John, 2003).
Children with separation anxiety may experience
intense fear and arousal but lack the cogpnitive,
linguistic, and behavioral resources needed to manage
these states. Consequently, distress may be expressed
through crying, clinging, avoidance, irritability,
physical complaints, or emotional outbursts.
Longitudinal evidence indicates that children’s
emotion-regulation  strategies are related to
subsequent anxiety levels (Schneider et al., 2018),
while patterns of positive and negative emotion
regulation are associated with symptoms of anxiety
and depression (Young et al., 2019). Beliefs about
whether emotions are controllable may also affect
young people’s vulnerability to anxiety and
depression (Somerville et al., 2024). The availability of
a psychometrically supported parent-report checklist
has facilitated the assessment of emotion regulation
and emotional lability or negativity among Iranian
children (Shafietabar et al., 2020).

Social interest represents another important
developmental capacity that may be restricted by
separation anxiety. It refers to a sense of belonging,
cooperation, empathy, responsibility, confidence in
interpersonal relationships, and an orientation toward
shared rather than exclusively individual interests.
Community feeling has been conceptualized as a
constructive interpersonal orientation that contrasts
with self-centeredness and narcissistic tendencies
(Katuzna-Wielobdb et al., 2020). Children who remain
preoccupied with the presence or absence of a
caregiver may have fewer opportunities to explore
independently, participate in group activities,
communicate with peers, and practice responsibility.
Emotional and developmental difficulties can
consequently be accompanied by impairments in
social functioning (Crisci et al, 2024). Emotional
literacy is also relevant because identifying and
understanding emotions can support socially
appropriate communication and behavior (Francis et
al., 2020).

Interventions for preschool children must correspond
to their cognitive, linguistic, and developmental
capacities.  Although  cognitive-behavioral  play
therapy has been adapted for children with anxiety
and phobias (Knell & Dasari, 2006), young children may
still experience difficulty participating in highly
verbal or abstract interventions. Play therapy provides
a developmentally appropriate alternative because
play functions as a natural medium through which
children communicate experiences, needs, conflicts,
and emotions (Chauhan et al., 2024). Clinical evidence
has supported its applicability to children with




emotional and behavioral difficulties (Gupta et al.,
2023).

Child-centered play therapy is grounded in the
person-centered principles of empathy, congruence,
and unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 2017).
Rather than directing the child’s play or imposing
predetermined interpretations, the therapist establishes
a safe and predictable relationship in which the child
is free to select activities, symbolize experiences,
express emotions, and assume responsibility within
necessary therapeutic limits (Landreth, 2023). Through
the therapist’s reflection of feelings, acceptance, and
confidence in the child’s developmental capacity, the
intervention may increase emotional awareness,
perceived control, and self-regulation. It may also
promote responsibility, empathy, confidence, and
equality within relationships.

Previous studies support the potential emotional and
social benefits of this approach. Child-centered play
therapy has improved emotion regulation in children
with autism (Daniel et al., 2025), emotional and social
skills among children with autism spectrum disorder
(Ezzati & Visani, 2022), and social problem-solving
skills among students with learning disabilities
(Rezazadeh & Najarpour, 2025). It has also enhanced
mindful expression and social-emotional competence
among preschool children (Robinson et al., 2024).
Promising outcomes have been reported in outdoor
applications of child-centered play therapy (Walker &
Ray, 2024) and in psychophysiological observations of
its use with childhood trauma (Perryman et al., 2024).
A systematic review has further supported its
potential effectiveness in addressing childhood
anxiety (Ayaz & Ulusoy Dogmus, 2025).

Evidence concerning children with separation anxiety
is also accumulating. A case report has demonstrated
the clinical applicability of child-centered play
therapy to separation anxiety disorder (Kéroglu, 2024).
Attachment-based play therapy and parent—child
relationship therapy have improved the psychological
well-being of children with this disorder (Najmi et al.,
2024), while attachment-based play therapy and
cognitive-behavioral ~ therapy  have  produced
improvements in emotion regulation and quality of
life (Shamsabadi et al., 2024). Group play therapy
combined with painting has reduced internalizing and
externalizing problems (Mohammadi Keshka et al.,
2022), and cognitive-behavioral group play therapy
has improved the social functioning of children with
separation anxiety (Mohammadi et al., 2022).
Nevertheless, few  controlled studies have
simultaneously examined emotion regulation and
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social interest among preschool children with
separation anxiety disorder. Accordingly, the present
study investigated the effectiveness of child-centered
play therapy in improving emotion regulation and
social interest among five- to six-year-old children
with separation anxiety disorder in Amol, Iran.

Methodology

This applied quantitative study employed a quasi-
experimental  pretest—posttest design with an
experimental group and a control group. The
statistical population comprised 89 boys and girls
aged five to six years with separation anxiety disorder
who attended counseling and psychological service
centers supervised by the Welfare Organization in
Amol during the first quarter of 2025. Following the
necessary administrative procedures, one center was
selected through convenience sampling. With the
assistance of the center’s psychologists and technical
director, children displaying separation-anxiety
symptoms were identified. Their parents completed
the parent version of the Separation Anxiety
Assessment Scale, and children scoring 90 or higher
were considered for inclusion.

Thirty eligible children were recruited through
convenience sampling and randomly allocated by
lottery to an experimental group and a control group,
with 15 participants in each group. The inclusion
criteria were being five to six years old, meeting the
diagnostic criteria for separation anxiety disorder,
obtaining a score of at least 90 on the parent version
of the separation anxiety measure, living with both
parents, and residing in Amol. The exclusion criteria
were absence from more than two intervention
sessions, parental divorce during the study, and
concurrent receipt of another treatment specifically
targeting the child’s separation anxiety.

Data were collected using three parent-report
instruments. The 34-item Separation Anxiety
Assessment Scale assessed fear of being alone, fear of
abandonment, fear of physical illness, and concern
about dangerous events. It was primarily used to
screen potential participants. The 24-item Emotion
Regulation Checklist assessed emotion regulation and
emotional lability or negativity. The 63-item Social
Interest Scale for Iranian Children assessed
responsibility and task performance, communication
and empathy, assertiveness and confidence, and
equality versus inferiority and superiority.

After the pretest assessments, children in the
experimental group participated in eight sessions of
Landreth-based child-centered play therapy. During
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the sessions, the therapist provided a safe, accepting,
and predictable environment in which each child
could select play activities and symbolically express
emotions and experiences. The therapist avoided
unnecessary direction and premature interpretation,
instead using attentive presence, behavioral tracking,
reflection of feelings, and acceptance of the child’s
experiences. When necessary, clear and consistent
therapeutic limits were established to preserve safety
and promote self-control and responsibility. The
control group received no study-related psychological
intervention during this period. Both groups
completed the emotion-regulation and social-interest
measures again at posttest.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 24. Means
and standard deviations were calculated for
descriptive purposes. The Shapiro-Wilk test was used
to examine the normality assumption. Multivariate
analysis of covariance was then conducted to compare
posttest outcomes while controlling for corresponding
pretest scores. After significant multivariate effects,
univariate analyses of covariance were used to
evaluate group differences in each component.
Statistical significance was set at 0.05, and partial eta
squared was reported as the effect-size index.

Findings

The descriptive results showed improvements in the
experimental group following the intervention. Its
mean emotional lability or negativity score decreased
from 31.600 at pretest to 29.200 at posttest, whereas
the control-group mean changed from 31.133 to
30.600. The experimental group’s emotion-regulation
mean increased from 13.466 to 15.666, compared
with a smaller change from 13.866 to 14.133 in the
control group. The experimental group’s total social-
interest mean increased from 99.800 to 107.666,
while the control-group mean increased from 100.866
to 102.400.

The Shapiro-Wilk tests were nonsignificant for all
dependent variables in both groups, with all
probability values exceeding 0.05. The normality
assumption was therefore supported, allowing the use
of parametric multivariate analysis of covariance.

After adjustment for pretest scores, the multivariate
effect of group on the two emotion-regulation
components was statistically significant, Wilks’
Lambda = 0.238, F(2, 25) = 40.006, p = 0.001, partial
eta squared = 0.762. The univariate results
demonstrated a significant group effect on emotional
lability or negativity, F(1, 26) = 36.791, p = 0.001,
partial eta squared = 0.586, and on emotion

regulation, F(1, 26) = 42.407, p = 0.001, partial eta
squared = 0.620. The direction of the means indicated
reduced lability or negativity and improved emotion
regulation in the experimental group.

The multivariate effect on the four social-interest
components was also significant, Wilks’ Lambda =
0.380, F(4, 21) = 8.577, p = 0.001, partial eta squared
= 0.620. Significant group effects were found for
responsibility and task performance, F(1, 24) =
10.156, p = 0.004, partial eta squared = 0.293;
communication and empathy, F(1, 24) = 4.892, p =
0.006, partial eta squared = 0.271; assertiveness and
confidence, F(1, 24) = 11.037, p = 0.003, partial eta
squared = 0.315; and equality versus inferiority and
superiority, F(1, 24) = 8.052, p = 0.009, partial eta
squared = 0.251. Posttest means were consistently
more favorable in the experimental group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that child-centered play
therapy produced substantial improvements in the
emotional functioning of preschool children with
separation anxiety disorder. The intervention both
strengthened adaptive emotion regulation and reduced
emotional lability or negativity. A plausible
explanation is that the therapeutic playroom allowed
children to express separation-related fear, anger,
insecurity, and dependency symbolically rather than
requiring direct verbal disclosure. The therapist’s
consistent acceptance and reflection of emotions may
have helped children recognize their internal states
and experience them as understandable and
manageable. The predictable structure of the sessions
may also have provided an experience of safety
outside the immediate presence of the primary
caregiver.

The intervention additionally improved every
assessed dimension of social interest. By leading their
own play, making choices, and accepting
consequences within appropriate limits, children
could practice responsibility and develop greater
confidence. The therapeutic relationship offered an
interpersonal model based on respect, empathy,
acceptance, and equality. These experiences may have
supported communication and empathy while
reducing the child’s preoccupation with caregiver
availability. As separation-related arousal became
more manageable, children may have had greater
emotional capacity to attend to tasks, engage with
others, and participate more independently.

The simultaneous improvement in emotion regulation
and social interest is especially meaningful because




these capacities can reinforce one another. Children
who manage fear and distress more effectively are
better able to explore their environment and engage
with peers. Successful social interaction, in turn, can
strengthen confidence, belonging, and emotional
security. Child-centered play therapy may therefore
influence separation anxiety indirectly by increasing
the developmental resources required for independent
and socially competent functioning.

In conclusion, eight sessions of child-centered play
therapy were effective in reducing emotional lability
or negativity and improving emotion regulation,
responsibility, task performance, communication,
empathy, assertiveness, confidence, and relational
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equality among five- to six-year-old children with
separation anxiety disorder. The findings support the
use of this developmentally appropriate intervention
in child counseling and psychological services.
Nevertheless, the small convenience sample, reliance
on parent reports, absence of an active comparison
treatment, and lack of follow-up assessment should be
considered when interpreting the results. Future
studies should employ larger and more diverse
samples, multiple informants, active treatment
comparisons, and longitudinal follow-up assessments
to determine the durability and generalizability of the
observed effects.
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