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Background: Separation anxiety disorder is one of the most common behavioral disorders in children,
leading to disruptions in academic performance, social adjustment, family life, and peer relationships.
Despite numerous studies investigating the efficacy of cognitive-behavioral therapy on children's
separation anxiety, there is a research gap regarding the moderating role of cognitive flexibility in this
efficacy.

Aims:: This study aimed to investigate the efficacy of cognitive-behavioral play therapy on separtion
anxiety in in children 11 to 11 years old, considering the moderating role of cognitive flexibility.
Methods: The method of this quasi-experimental study was a pre-test-post-test type with a control group
and a three-month follow-up. The statistical population of the study included all children aged 11-12 with
separation anxiety who had referred to specialized child and adolescent clinics in the west of Tehran
(Gisha) in the 2023-2024 academic year. Among them, 110 were selected through a clinical interview with
the mother using DSM-5 diagnostic symptoms and the separation anxiety assesment scale (parent version)
(Hahn et al., 2003) through purposive sampling. Finally, 30 people with high cognitive flexibility and 30
people with low cognitive flexibility were selected and assigned to two experimental (30 people) and
control (30 people) groups. To collect data, the separation anxiety assesment scale (parent version) (Hahn
et al., 2003) and cognitive flexibility inventory (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010) were used. To train the
experimental group, the cognitive-behavioral therapy protocol for anxiety for children (Kendall & Hedtke,
2006) was used during 12 sessions, 45 minutes each. Also, univariate analysis of covariance and repeated
measures analysis of variance and SPSS-26 software were used to analyze the data.

Results: The results of univariate analysis of covariance indicated a significant effect of the flexibility
variable on the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play therapy on improving clinical symptoms of
separation anxiety in children (P< 0.05). The results of repeated measures analysis of variance and
Bonferroni test in the follow-up phase also showed that the effect size of the high-flexibility cogntive-
behavioral play therapy group was significantly higher than the effect size of the low-flexbiity cognitive-
behavioral play therapy group. Therefore, the moderating role of cognitive flexibility was confirmed.
Conclusion: According to the findings of the present study, cognitive-behavioral play therapy is effective
in reducing symptoms of separation anxiety in children, but its effectiveness depends on the level of
cognitive flexibility in children. Therefore, it is necessary to include games to increase cognitive flexibility
in the treatment of children with separation anxiety disorder.
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Introduction

One of the problems that is considered within the
framework of internalized problems is separation
anxiety disorder, which is very common in children
and adolescents (Muchiri, 2021). Separation anxiety
disorder is one of the most common behavioral
disorders in children, leading to disruptions in
academic performance, social adjustment, family life,
and peer relationships (Heydari et al., 2024).

To diagnose this disorder, the presence of three
symptoms from the ollowing is necessary (severe
worry, fear and helplessness, physical complaints,
frequent nightmares, fear of school, and sleep
problems) for at least 4 weeks, and the level of
anxiety felt is not appropriate for the individual’s
developmental level (Ghasemzadeh, Shameli, &
Hadianfar). In these children, the feeling of control
and power in performing tasks alone is low, and they
use avoidance strategies. On the other hand, children
with separation anxiety and lower cognitive
flexibility use more solutions and their ability to adapt
to new environments is reduced (Arici-Ozcan et al.,
2019). In the realm of childhood anxiety disorders,
treatments are in the cognitive-behavioral domain.
This type of treatment emphasizes the child himself,
but since the cognitive abilities necessary to
understand cognitive-behavioral techniques may not
have been acquired by the child, cognitive-behavioral
play therapy is used. Given the importance of non-
pharmacological interventions in children and why
some children do not respond to cognitive-behavioral
play therapy alone, and another group responds to
treatment with the same severity of symptoms
(Stjerneklar,  Hougaard, Nielsen, Gaardsvig,
Thastum, 2018) and given the research gap in
considering cognitive flexibility in this difference in
response to treatment, the present study was
conducted with the aim of determining the effect of
cognitive-behavioral play therapy on separation
anxiety, considering the moderating role of cognitive
flexibility in children aged 11-12 years.
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Method

The method of this quasi-experimental study was a
pre-test-post-test type with a control group and a
three-month follow-up. The statistical population of
the study included all children aged 11-12 with
separation anxiety who had referred to specialized
child and adolescent clinics in the west of Tehran
(Gisha) in the 2023-2024 academic year. Among
them, 110 were selected through a clinical interview
with the mother using DSM-5 diagnostic symptoms
and the separation anxiety assesment scale (parent
version) (Hahn et al., 2003) through purposive
sampling. Finally, 30 people with high cognitive
flexibility and 30 people with low cognitive
flexibility were selected and assigned to two
experimental (30 people) and control (30 people)
groups. To collect data, the separation anxiety
assesment scale (parent version) (Hahn et al., 2003)
and cognitive flexibility inventory (Dennis & Vander
Wal, 2010) were used. To train the experimental
group, the cognitive-behavioral therapy protocol for
anxiety for children (Kendall & Hedtke, 2006) was
used during 12 sessions, 45 minutes each. Also,
univariate analysis of covariance and repeated
measures analysis of variance and SPSS-26 software
were used to analyze the data.

Results

Demographic information of the participants showed
that in both experimental and control groups, the age
of 12 years was more frequent, with the largest
number of people, 18 (60%) in this age group, and 12
(40%) in 11 years of age. Demographic information
based on the gender of the children also showed that
in the experimental group, the frequency of girls was
17 (56.7%) and boys was 13 (43.3%). In the control
group, the frequency of girls was 18 (60%) and boys
was 12 (40%). The interaction test between the play
therapy group with flexibility and the separation
anxiety pretest is presented in Table 1, and the
analysis of covariance of play therapy (the result of
the separation anxiety posttest under the influence of
play therapy with flexibility) is presented in Table 2.
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Table 1. Test Between Play Therapy Group with Flexibility and Pre-test Separation Anxiety

Source of variance  Sum of squares DF Mean squares F Significance level Effect Size
Intercept 73.63 1 73.63 10.14 0.002 0.163
Group 78.89 3 26.29 3.62 0.019 0.173
Post-test 599.21 1 599.21 82.57 0.000 0.614
Post-test*Group 213.26 3 71.08 0.796 0.256 0.361
Erro 377.36 52 7.257
Total 700827.00 60

Table 2. ANCOVA Analysis of Play Therapy (Post-test Separation Anxiety Results Influenced by Play Therapy with Flexibiity

Source of variance Sum of squares df Mean squares F Significance level Effect Size
Intercept 41.56 1 41.56 3.871 .054 0.066
Test group 25768.59 3 8589.53 799.86 0.000 0.978
Error 590.62 55 10.73
Total 700827.00 60

As observed in the table (sig < 0.05 indicates F=
799.768significance), the wvariable of cognitive
flexibility has a significant effect on the impact of
play therapy on improving the clinical symptoms of
separation anxiety. In other words, the difference in
the level of separation anxiety between the control
and experimental groups is due to the application of
play therapy combined with cognitive flexibility, and
the pre-test has a significant influence on it. The
effect size indicates that this impact is
97.8%.”Therefore, the stated hypothesis is confirmed
at a confidence level of 99.5%. The results of repeated
measures ANOVA with Bonferroni correction
showed that while the effect of cognitive-behavioral
play therapy on the low-flexibility group is
significant, this significance is very slight.
Furthermore, the effect size of the cognitive-
behavioral play therapy group with high flexibility
(0.987) is significantly higher than the effect size of
the cognitive-behavioral play therapy group with low
flexibility (0.492). Therefore, it is concluded that play
therapy has a much greater impact on individuals with
higher flexibility compared to those with lower
flexibility, and the cognitive flexibility variable has a
moderating role in the effect of cognitive-behavioral
play therapy on separation anxiety, and this
hypothesis is confirmed.

Conclusion

Children with lower cognitive flexibility struggle to
generalize new learning from cognitive-behavioral
play therapy to new situations. They have weaker
inhibitory control, making it difficult for them to
forget their initial learning, and they persist in

applying previous knowledge to new conditions, even
when it is maladaptive. This insistence on prior
learning in new situations can be harmful, increasing
their separation anxiety (Setagouyeh Mirshakari &
Mirshakari, 2018). In contrast, children with higher
cognitive flexibility can explore new situations under
training and generate innovative and creative ideas.
This ability enhances their resilience and reduces the
potential harm they may experience in future
challenges. In this study, data were collected using
questionnaires. Since participants may provide
inaccurate or inconsistent responses, data collection
may involve some errors. Additionally, the study was
conducted in Tehran with children aged 11-12, so
caution should be exercised when generalizing the
findings to other cities and age groups.Given the high
prevalence of separation anxiety in children, future
research could explore other moderating variables,
such as cognitive emotion regulation, in the effect of
cognitive-behavioral play therapy on separation
anxiety. It is also important to investigate why some
children do not respond to cognitive-behavioral play
therapy. According to the findings of the present
study, cognitive-behavioral play therapy is effective
in reducing symptoms of separation anxiety in
children, but its effectiveness depends on the level of
cognitive flexibility in children. Therefore, it is
necessary to include games to increase cognitive
flexibility in the treatment of children with separation
anxiety disorder.
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