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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Childhood anxiety is a prevalent issue that can significantly impact a child's emotional and
behavioral development. Anxious children often exhibit behavioral problems and
aggression, which can hinder their social interactions and academic performance. Group
play therapy has emerged as an effective intervention for addressing these issues,
providing a supportive environment where children can express their emotions and
develop coping strategies through play (Landreth, 2023). Group play therapy, particularly
child-centered group play therapy (CCGPT), integrates the principles of child-centered
play therapy with group dynamics, allowing children to benefit from peer interactions and
therapeutic guidance simultaneously (Ray, 2011). This therapeutic approach has been
shown to reduce anxiety symptoms and improve behavioral outcomes in children (Swan et
al., 2019). The current study aims to investigate the effect of group play therapy on
behavioral problems and aggression in anxious children aged 7-12.
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Previous research has demonstrated the efficacy of play therapy in reducing aggressive
behaviors and improving emotional regulation in children (Teimourian et al., 2020). However,
there is a need for more focused studies on the specific age group of 7-12 years, as this
developmental period is crucial for emotional and social development. This study seeks to fill
this gap by examining the impact of group play therapy on behavioral problems and aggression
in anxious children within this age range.

Method

This research employed a semi-experimental design with a pretest and posttest with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of elementary school students diagnosed with anxiety
disorder who were referred to the Student Counseling Center of District 4 in Tehran. To select
the sample, 30 students diagnosed with anxiety disorder based on a diagnostic interview by
therapists were chosen and randomly assigned to either the experimental or the control group.
The inclusion criteria were: informed consent from parents, enrollment in elementary school,
not receiving concurrent psychological interventions, absence of physical diseases, and not
taking medication. The exclusion criteria included unwillingness to continue participation,
absence from more than two sessions, and the onset of physical or psychiatric diseases during
the research. Data were collected using the Rutter Children's Behavior Questionnaire for Parents
(RCBQ) and the Buss and Perry Aggression Questionnaire. The intervention consisted of eight
45-minute group play therapy sessions conducted over four weeks (two sessions per week). This
intervention was based on the practical manual of counseling with children (Goldard &
Goldard, 2008) and has been validated in several studies (Ariapooran & Eskandari, 2015). The
data were analyzed using multivariate covariance analysis with the SPSS software version 27
software.

Results

The results of the analysis regarding the total score of behavioral problems indicated a
significant difference between the experimental and control groups (F = 10.45, P < 0.01, n? =
0.44). Similarly, a significant difference was found in the total aggression score (F =11.98, P <
0.01, n*> = 0.48). The findings revealed a significant difference between the two groups in
behavioral problems (P< 0.01). The effect size for aggression, anxiety and depression, social
incompatibility, antisocial behavior, and attention deficit disorder varied from 0.34 to 0.40. The
comparison of the adjusted means showed that participants in the experimental group had lower
means in these variables. Additionally, the results regarding aggression demonstrated significant
differences in physical aggression, verbal aggression, anger, and hostility (P < 0.05). The effect
size for these variables ranged from 0.28 to 0.58. A comparison of the adjusted averages
indicated that participants in the experimental group had lower averages in these variables.

Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to investigate the effectiveness of group play therapy on
behavioral problems and aggression in anxious children aged 7 to 12 years. The results
demonstrated that play therapy significantly reduces both the total score and dimensions of
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behavioral problems and aggression in this age group. These findings align with previous
research by Levin and Munsch (2010), Stutey et al. (2017), and Nursanaa and Ady (2020), who
also found that play therapy can effectively reduce negative emotions and aggression in children.
Additionally, studies by Saad et al. (2022) and Veiga et al. (2022) have shown that play therapy
is effective in reducing aggressive behavior and improving social skills in children.

Despite these promising results, the current research has some limitations. The absence of a
follow-up phase restricts the ability to investigate the long-term effects of the intervention.
Furthermore, the sample was limited to anxious children aged 7-12 years, which means the
generalizability of the results should be approached with caution. Given the importance of play
in the physical, therapeutic, educational, and social dimensions of child development, and its
effectiveness in reducing behavioral problems, it is recommended that parents, educators, and
educational experts become more familiar with the application of group play therapy. This
approach can be a valuable tool in reducing problematic behaviors in children. Additionally, to
facilitate the use of group play therapy, it is suggested that schools and preschool centers be
equipped with special equipment and toys designed to support therapeutic play activities.
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