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Background: Separation anxiety disorder (SAD) is among the most prevalent mental health
conditions in children and, if untreated, may lead to significant psychological difficulties in
adulthood.

Aims: This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of attachment-based interventions for mothers
in reducing multiple dimensions of anxiety in children diagnosed with separation anxiety disorder.
Methods: A quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test, and a three-month follow-up was
employed. Participants were mothers of primary school-aged children with separation anxiety
disorder in District 1 of Sari city during the 2022-2023 academic year. A total of 30 children were
purposively sampled and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The experimental
group received an attachment-based intervention, while the control group did not. Data was collected
using the Multidimensional Anxiety Scale for Children (MASC) and analyzed using mixed repeated-
measures ANOVA in SPSS version 26.

Results: The findings of the present study showed that training mothers based on attachment-based
interventions resulted in a significant reduction in the multiple dimensions of anxiety in children with
separation anxiety disorder (p< 0.05).

Conclusion: Based on the findings of the study, it can be concluded that attachment-based
intervention has been effective on the multiple dimensions of anxiety and its components in children
with separation anxiety disorder in the experimental group. This intervention can be recommended
for children with separation anxiety disorder, as well as for child psychologists and counselors.
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Introduction

Anxiety disorders are one of the most common
psychiatric problems in children, and fear and anxiety
are common features among them. High levels of
anxiety disorders cause disruption in the child's
development, emotional dysregulation, and can
threaten children's mental health (Madigan et al.,
2023; Najmi et al., 1403). One of the most common
psychological disorders in childhood that affects
children's cognitive and social functioning is
separation anxiety (Hood-Davis et al., 2023). One of
the prominent problems of children with separation
anxiety disorder is the presence of multiple
dimensions of anxiety (Barros et al., 2022). Anxiety
dimensions include emotional symptoms (such as
hopelessness and irritability), behavioral symptoms
(such as loneliness, lack of intimacy, a tendency to
isolate, and feelings of distress), and physiological
symptoms (such as sleep problems, fatigue,
restlessness, and heart palpitations). Children with
separation anxiety disorder have poor social skills and
often lack interest in intimacy with peers and do not
function well in school (American Psychiatric
Association, 2022). Considering the issues raised on
psychological approaches to children's separation
anxiety and the role of mothers, there were varying
results. Among parent-based interventions, one of the
most popular intervention approaches in relation to
children's disruptive behaviors and separation anxiety
is attachment-based intervention (Egan et al., 2020).
Attachment-based therapy is a term for interventions
rooted in attachment theory, which originates from
Bowlby's theory. According to Bowlby, many mental
illnesses and personality disorders are the result of a
child's deprivation of maternal care or instability in
the child’s relationship with the attachment figure. He
clearly predicted that disruption of the attachment
relationship would lead to anxiety and mistrust in the
child, resulting in psychological disorders
(Bokhnodeh et al., 2021). Therefore, given the
widespread consequences of separation anxiety and
the existing research gap, investigating the
effectiveness of maternal education based on
attachment-based intervention is of great importance
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and can provide new treatment strategies for this
common childhood disorder. Therefore, this study
seeks to answer the question of whether maternal
education based on attachment-based intervention
has an effect on multiple dimensions of anxiety in
children with separation anxiety disorder?

Method

The research method of the present study was quasi-
experimental, utilizing a pre-test-post-test design
with a three-month follow-up and a control group.
The statistical population of this study included all
mothers of elementary school students in the Sari
Education Department's Area One during the 2022-
2023 academic year, whose children were diagnosed
with separation anxiety disorder. Initially, children
with separation anxiety disorder were identified, and
their mothers were selected. Among the 300
individuals who completed the questionnaire and met
the primary inclusion criterion (having a score
indicative of separation anxiety disorder), 120 were
selected. Ultimately, 30 participants were chosen
using a purposive sampling method and randomly
assigned to either the experimental group (n=15) or
the control group (n=15) through simple random
lottery. The experimental group received an
attachment-based intervention, while the control
group received no specific intervention.

Results

The findings showed that in the experimental group,
40% of the mothers had male children and 60% had
female children, whereas in the control group, 33.3%
of the mothers had male children and 66.7% had
female  children. Demographic  characteristics
indicated no significant differences between the
experimental and control groups in terms of age,
educational status, and gender (chi-square test, P >
0.05).

Analysis of variance with repeated measures
indicated a significant improvement in anxiety
dimensions over time for the experimental group
compared to the control group (F =9.112, P = 0.007).
These results suggest that the attachment-based
intervention effectively reduced anxiety levels across
multiple dimensions, demonstrating both statistical
and clinical significance.
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Table 1. The results of the Warren's analysis are repeated and repeated after a change in the dimensions of the disorder.

Group membership Exams Type 11l Sum of Squares Mean Square df f Sig.
Time 3156.689 1578/344 2 423/8 0.001
time*group 3414/867 1707/433 2 9/112 0.007
Multiple dimensions of anxiety error 10494/778 187/389 56  187/389
group 8056/600 8065/600 1 17/182 0.000
error 13143/689 469/417 28 11.629

Conclusion

The present study aimed to assess the effectiveness of
a maternal training program based on attachment
interventions on the multiple dimensions of anxiety in
children suffering from separation anxiety disorder.
The results of the data analysis indicated that the
impact of the attachment-based intervention on
improving various aspects of anxiety, including
social anxiety, separation anxiety, avoidance of harm,
and physical symptoms in children with separation
anxiety disorder, was significant. This treatment
successfully led to a reduction in the multiple
dimensions of anxiety in these children. These
findings are consistent with research conducted by
Stony et al. (2020), Barlow (2019), Afrashteh (2020),
and Esmaeilpour et al. (2017).

In interpreting the results of this study, it can be
acknowledged that in attachment-based
interventions, the relationship between mother and
child is considered a key resource for changing the
child's perceptions and behaviors. This intervention is
designed to weaken ineffective parent-child
dynamics while simultaneously enhancing parents'
ability to understand the needs and emotions of their
child. Through this approach, efforts are made to
improve the quality of parent-child interactions,
which serves as a foundation for enhancing the
child’s psychological and social functioning. By
teaching this intervention, mothers learn to
communicate with their children, which leads to a
reduction in anxiety problems among the children
(Agrawal et al., 2023). In this regard, Hagqiri et al.
(2024) concluded that attachment-based therapy is an
effective approach for improving attachment styles
and enhancing the quality of maternal care. By
utilizing training from the attachment-based
intervention, mothers examine and adjust their
emotional experiences related to their past attachment
relationships. This intervention helps them to correct
their disrupted mental representations of themselves

and others, thereby reducing dimensions of anxiety
(Gaskin, 2021).

The present study, like any other research, faced
certain limitations. One of the primary limitations
was the exclusive focus on educating mothers, which
overlooked the role of fathers due to their limited
accessibility and lower willingness to participate in
therapeutic sessions. This omission reduced the
comprehensiveness of family inclusion. Additionally,
conducting the study within a specific geographical
and cultural context (Sari city) limits the
generalizability of the findings to other regions and
cultures. The use of a quasi-experimental design and
a short three-month follow-up period also constrained
the study's capacity to generalize findings and assess
the long-term effects of the intervention. Based on
these limitations, it is recommended that future
studies be replicated in various regions with diverse
cultural contexts and consider the involvement of
fathers or both parents simultaneously. Furthermore,
expanding the scope of future research to assess the
effects of the intervention over longer timeframes,
combining this method with other therapeutic
approaches, and developing educational booklets for
parents are advised. These efforts could enhance the
application of this intervention in practical settings,
such as schools, counseling clinics, and educational
institutions, leading to more effective outcomes in
reducing children's separation anxiety.
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