4
/

The Effectiveness

Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders ﬁ

Shiraz University

of Cognitive-Behavioral Play Therapy on Cognitive

Emotion  Regulation in  Preschool Children with  Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder

Sama Rajabi Harsini !

, Maryam Seidy 2*

Article Info

Abstract

Avrticle type:
Science Article

Received: 2026/09/02
Accepted: 2026/09/12

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play
therapy on emotion regulation in preschool children with attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in Kermanshah. The study employed a
quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group. The study
population consisted of children showing symptoms of ADHD who were referred
to comprehensive assessment, education and rehabilitation, and early
developmental-educational intervention centers in Kermanshah for school-entry
assessment. A total of 30 children were selected through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=15) and a control group (n=15).
The experimental group received a 12-session cognitive-behavioral play therapy
intervention, conducted weekly, with each session lasting 40 minutes, while the
control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Emotion
Regulation Questionnaire developed by Junghénel et al. (2022). For data analysis,
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was used to examine the total emotion
regulation score, while multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was
employed to examine the subscales of emotion regulation. The results showed that,
after controlling for the pretest scores, cognitive-behavioral play therapy
significantly improved emotion regulation in the experimental group compared
with the control group. Furthermore, cognitive-behavioral play therapy had
significant effects on the distraction, problem-solving, and social-support
dimensions (p < .05), but no significant effect was found on the ineffective-
strategies dimension. Overall, cognitive-behavioral play therapy can be considered
an effective psychological intervention for enhancing emotion regulation
capacities in children with ADHD. Based on these findings, it is recommended that
this intervention protocol be incorporated into rehabilitation and educational
programs for children with ADHD.
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Introduction
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD) is a complex neurodevelopmental
condition affecting individuals across the
lifespan and characterized by significant
heterogeneity in etiology and clinical
presentation  (Ayano et al.,, 2026).
Pharmacological treatment alone is often
insufficient, necessitating the integration of
psychological interventions (Kumbul et al.,
2022; Root et al., 2019). Play therapy has
emerged as a Vvital non-pharmacological
intervention, particularly for young children
who struggle to wverbalize their inner
experiences. Since play is a child’s natural
language, it facilitates the expression of
emotions and internal conflicts that may
otherwise feel threatening (Knell, 2022;
Kottman & Ashby, 2024). This modality allows
children to experience control over external
objects and to bridge the gap between internal
thoughts and the external environment (Bana et
al., 2017). Play therapy can specifically target
maladaptive  cognitions  associated  with
behavioral and emotional problems. It serves as
a multifaceted treatment that reduces reliance
on verbal expression while enhancing
experiential learning. It operates on the premise
that behavior is a function of one’s
interpretation of the world, aiming to foster
adaptive behaviors through structured, goal-
oriented, and motivating activities (Harris et al.,
2021; Varrette et al., 2023). Numerous studies
have confirmed the efficacy of play-based and
cognitive-behavioral interventions in improving
executive functions, social competence, and
problem-solving skills, as well as reducing
behavioral problems, in children with ADHD
(Aminian & Asli Azad, 2024; Taghizadeh Hir
et al., 2023; Oryadi et al., 2026). Despite this
evidence, limited research has examined the
effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play
therapy on emotion regulation in young
children with ADHD, highlighting an important
gap in the current literature.

Research Question

What is the effect of cognitive-behavioral play
therapy on emotion regulation in 5-6-year-old
children with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder?

Methodology

This quasi-experimental study employed a
pretest-posttest design with a control group to
evaluate the effectiveness of cognitive-
behavioral play therapy on emotion regulation
in 5-6-year-old children with ADHD in
Kermanshah. The sample consisted of 30
participants who  were  referred to
comprehensive assessment, education and
rehabilitation, and early developmental-
educational intervention centers for school-
entry assessment in Kermanshah and were
randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups, with 15 participants in each group.
Purposive sampling was used to select the
participants. The inclusion criteria were a
diagnosis of ADHD based on the presence of
ADHD symptoms and participation in the play
therapy sessions. Exclusion criteria included
receiving similar psychotherapeutic
interventions within the past six months or
having a comorbid diagnosis in addition to
ADHD.

Data were collected using the emotion
regulation  questionnaire  developed by
Junghénel et al. (2022), which assesses four
dimensions:  distraction, problem-solving,
social support, and ineffective strategies. The
questionnaire has demonstrated acceptable
validity and reliability. Following baseline
assessments of emotion regulation using the
questionnaire, the experimental group received
twelve weekly 40-minute sessions of structured
cognitive-behavioral play therapy, while the
control group received no intervention. Each
session included warm-up activities, main
therapeutic  activities, cognitive-behavioral
exercises, and a summary phase, targeting skills
such as self-awareness, fine motor control,
emotional expression, problem-solving, and
social interaction through activities such as clay
modeling, puzzles, and role-playing. Post-
intervention, data were analyzed using SPSS
software. Descriptive statistics were used to
summarize the data. For the total emotion
regulation score, analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was used to compare the posttest
scores between the experimental and control
groups while controlling for pretest scores. For
the emotion regulation subscales, multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was used
to examine the overall effect of the intervention
while controlling for the pretest scores. Effect
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sizes were measured using partial eta squared
(n’p).

Results The results showed that cognitive-
behavioral play therapy significantly improved
the total emotion regulation score and the
dimensions of distraction, problem-solving, and
social support (p < .05). However, the
intervention did not have a significant effect on
ineffective strategies (p = .186). The
intervention demonstrated a relatively strong
effect on overall emotion regulation, with a
partial eta squared (n?p) value of 0.56,

indicating a substantial effect of the
intervention on total emotion regulation scores.
Conversely, the smallest effect was observed
for ineffective strategies (m*p = 0.06),
suggesting that while the therapy was effective
in enhancing adaptive emotion-regulation
strategies, such as distraction, problem-solving,
and social support, it did not significantly
reduce children’s use of ineffective emotion-
regulation strategies.

Table Results of the analysis of covariance between groups for the effect of play therapy on emotion

regulation
Variables Sum of squares df | Mean square F value p-value Eta
Distraction 285.40 1 285.40 28.09 0.001 0.51
Problem Solving 312.50 1 312.50 30.82 0.001 0.53
Social support 145.20 1 145.20 22.65 0.001 0.46
Ineffective Strategy 12.50 1 12.50 1.85 0.186 0.06

Discussion

These findings are consistent with previous
studies by Karboubi (2023) and Reynard et al.
(2022), which have reported beneficial effects
of cognitive-behavioral play therapy on
emotion  regulation.  The intervention
significantly  improved overall emotion
regulation and the distraction, problem-solving,
and social-support dimensions. This may be
attributed to play’s role as a natural language for
children, allowing them to safely express
internal conflicts and develop adaptive coping
mechanisms, such as cognitive reappraisal and
effective social interaction (Halfon et al., 2021;
Bana et al., 2017). Owverall, cognitive-
behavioral play therapy can be considered an
effective  and  practical  psychological
intervention for improving emotion regulation
in children with Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. It may enhance
psychological and social functioning through
structured  skill-building  activities and

opportunities for social interaction. Despite its
benefits, the study has several limitations,
including the absence of long-term follow-up,
reliance on questionnaire-based measures, and
the inclusion of a single control group. Future
research  should incorporate longitudinal
designs, compare multiple interventions, and
examine the effectiveness of the intervention
across diverse cultural and educational contexts
to further validate these findings. From a
clinical perspective, integrating regular play
therapy sessions, parent education, home-based
practice  assignments, and  group-based
programs may help maintain therapeutic gains
and improve long-term outcomes for children
with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder.

Keywords:

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder,
Emotion Regulation, Cognitive-Behavioral
Play Therapy, Preschool Children
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