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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy (EFT)
on enhancing moral development and reducing impulsivity in children. A quasi-
experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group was used. The study
population included first-grade elementary school children attending psychology
clinics in Tonekabon during the first half of 2024. Thirty participants were randomly
assigned to the experimental (n=15) and control (n=15) groups. The experimental
group received ten sessions of EFT based on Elliott’s (2001) model. Research
instruments included the Moral Development Scale by Lotfabadi et al. (2011) and the
Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (Patton et al., 1995). Data were analyzed using
multivariate and univariate covariance analyses (MANCOVA and ANCOVA) in
SPSS version 26. EFT significantly improved children’s moral development and
reduced impulsivity (p<0.05). Results indicated that 63.9% of the improvement in
moral development and 58.6% of the decrease in impulsive behaviors were directly
attributed to the therapeutic intervention. Multivariate analysis confirmed significant
differences between the groups in all moral (environmental, individual, familial,
social, humanistic, and transcendental ethics) and impulsivity components (cognitive,
motor, and non-planning), all at p<0.001. Emotion-focused therapy enhances
emotional awareness, self-regulation, and moral reasoning in children by
strengthening neural connections between emotional and cognitive systems. By
reducing emotional dysregulation and impulsive responses, EFT facilitates ethical
decision-making and social adjustment. It can therefore be considered an effective

intervention for improving emotional and moral growth in children.
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regulation; children.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Moral development and impulse control represent two central dimensions of childhood psychological growth,
shaping an individual’s ability to interact adaptively within social and ethical contexts. Recent developmental
theories have emphasized that moral behavior arises not merely from cognitive reasoning but from the
integration of emotion regulation, empathy, and prosocial motivation (Carpendale et al., 2021; Limone &
Toto, 2022). Emotional experiences are the foundation of moral reasoning, facilitating the child’s capacity to
distinguish right from wrong through emotional understanding and internalization of social norms (Masitah &
Sitepu, 2021). Conversely, impulsivity—a tendency toward rapid, unplanned reactions without considering
consequences—is closely associated with poor emotional control, attentional difficulties, and social
maladjustment (Heffer & Willoughby, 2021).

Emotion-focused therapy (EFT), initially formulated by Greenberg and colleagues, is a process-oriented
approach that seeks to enhance emotional awareness and self-regulation by transforming maladaptive
emotional patterns into adaptive ones (Greenberg & Watson, 2022). EFT emphasizes that healthy emotional
processing is a prerequisite for adaptive decision-making and interpersonal functioning. By facilitating
awareness and acceptance of emotions, the therapy promotes self-monitoring, moral judgment, and cognitive
flexibility in children (Fiilep et al., 2021; Minaei, 2022). The central assumption of EFT—that emotional
transformation precedes behavioral regulation—makes it a particularly relevant intervention for children who
struggle with moral understanding and impulsive behavior (Beauchaine & Cicchetti, 2019).
Neurodevelopmental findings also underscore the intertwined nature of emotion regulation and impulse
control. The prefrontal cortex, which governs executive function and moral reasoning, develops in dynamic
interaction with limbic regions responsible for emotional arousal (Heffer & Willoughby, 2021). Disruptions
in this system can lead to impulsive and emotionally reactive behaviors (Campez et al., 2022). EFT works by
rebalancing these neural circuits, improving both emotion awareness and inhibition. Furthermore, studies have
shown that fostering emotion understanding in early childhood, particularly through interventions that integrate
social and emotional learning, enhances moral sensibility and self-regulation (O'Grady & Nag, 2024).

Prior empirical research supports the effectiveness of EFT in reducing maladaptive emotional and behavioral
outcomes. Studies by Hadadi (Hadadi, 2024) and Hatami Nejad (Hatami Nejad et al., 2024) found that EFT
significantly reduced impulsivity and depressive symptoms in adolescents. Similarly, Mahmoudi (Mahmoudi
et al., 2024) demonstrated that emotion-focused group therapy decreased emotional dysregulation and risky
behaviors among self-harming female students. Shahmiri (Shahmiri et al., 2023) reported comparable effects
among women with obesity, where EFT improved emotional self-regulation and diminished impulsive
tendencies. Collectively, these findings suggest that EFT can be extended to child populations to strengthen
emotional control and moral awareness simultaneously.

The family context also plays a pivotal role in the emotional and moral development of children. According to
Morris (Morris et al., 2024), emotion regulation skills are learned through family interactions that model
empathic communication and constructive emotional expression. Parents’ responses to children’s emotions
significantly shape the child’s emotional competence (Bailes et al., 2023), while meta-analytic work by
Zimmer-Gembeck (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2022) confirms that parental emotional regulation predicts
positive child adjustment. Given this, therapeutic approaches like EFT that indirectly enhance emotional
communication patterns are likely to produce both individual and relational benefits.
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In light of the above, the present study sought to investigate the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy on
moral development and impulsivity in children. By addressing both constructs concurrently, this study
contributes to a more integrative understanding of how emotional processing interventions can shape cognitive,
moral, and behavioral regulation during early developmental stages.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest control group design. The statistical population
consisted of first-grade elementary school children attending psychology clinics in Tonekabon in the first half
of 2024. Thirty children were randomly selected and assigned to two groups: the experimental group (n=15)
and the control group (n=15).

The experimental group received ten sessions of emotion-focused therapy based on Elliott’s (2001) model,
each lasting 60 minutes and conducted twice weekly. The sessions aimed to enhance emotion recognition,
validation, regulation, and adaptive expression. The control group received no intervention during the study
period.

The Moral Development Scale by Lotfabadi et al. (2011) and the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (Patton et al.,
1995) were administered as pretests and posttests. Data were analyzed using multivariate and univariate
covariance analyses (MANCOVA and ANCOVA) via SPSS version 26.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed that participants in the experimental group showed increased mean scores on all
dimensions of moral development—environmental, individual, familial, social, humanistic, and
transcendental—after treatment, whereas the control group exhibited no significant changes. Similarly, mean
impulsivity scores, including cognitive, motor, and non-planning impulsivity, decreased markedly in the
experimental group.

Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) demonstrated a significant multivariate effect of emotion-
focused therapy on the combined dependent variables (Wilks” A = 0.241, F = 8.69, p < 0.001, n? = 0.63).
Follow-up univariate analyses showed that EFT significantly enhanced moral development (F = 19.54, p <
0.001, n? = 0.64) and reduced impulsivity (F = 17.82, p <0.001, n* = 0.59).

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons confirmed that posttest mean differences were significant across all moral
development subscales (p < 0.01). Notably, the greatest effect was observed in the social and humanistic moral
domains, suggesting that EFT fostered empathy-driven reasoning and interpersonal awareness. Regarding
impulsivity, reductions were most pronounced in the cognitive and non-planning subcomponents, reflecting
improved foresight and inhibition control among participants.

Overall, the results indicated that 63.9% of improvements in moral development and 58.6% of reductions in
impulsivity could be attributed to the therapeutic intervention rather than extraneous factors, underscoring
EFT’s robust influence on emotional and behavioral regulation in children.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the transformative potential of emotion-focused therapy in cultivating both
moral understanding and self-control during early childhood. Children exposed to EFT demonstrated enhanced
awareness of emotions, improved regulation skills, and greater moral reasoning capacity. These results suggest
that when emotional experiences are processed constructively, they serve as powerful mediators of ethical
judgment and social competence.

From a developmental perspective, the observed increase in moral reasoning aligns with theories emphasizing
that emotions such as empathy, guilt, and compassion act as intrinsic motivators of moral behavior. By
allowing children to engage safely with their feelings, EFT nurtures the internalization of moral values rather
than mere compliance with external rules. Moreover, the therapy’s experiential nature—where emotions are
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not merely discussed but felt and reorganized—appears particularly suitable for children, whose cognitive
capacities for abstract reasoning are still maturing.

The reduction in impulsivity following EFT indicates that emotional regulation training enhances executive
control mechanisms that govern decision-making. When children learn to identify, label, and tolerate
distressing emotions, they become less prone to act out impulsively in response to frustration or excitement.
This improvement in inhibitory control may also reflect neurocognitive changes in prefrontal regulation over
limbic reactivity, consistent with broader evidence from affective neuroscience.

The significant improvements in social and humanistic moral domains underscore EFT’s potential to promote
prosocial values. By developing emotional literacy and perspective-taking, children learn to connect their
feelings with those of others, which is foundational to empathy-based morality. Furthermore, the group format
of therapy likely facilitated observational learning and social feedback, reinforcing cooperative and
compassionate behavior patterns.

In applied settings, these findings underscore the value of integrating emotion-focused approaches into school
and clinical programs. Emotional awareness training can complement existing moral education curricula by
linking emotional insight with ethical reflection. When children learn to regulate emotions effectively, they
not only reduce behavioral problems but also enhance moral discernment and empathy—key capacities for
positive social functioning.

Future research could expand on these findings by exploring long-term effects and cross-cultural variations in
EFT outcomes. Nevertheless, this study contributes compelling evidence that emotion-focused therapy—Dby
bridging the emotional and moral domains—offers a developmentally attuned, empirically supported path
toward fostering emotionally intelligent, ethically grounded children.

In conclusion, emotion-focused therapy enhances children’s moral development and reduces impulsivity by
strengthening emotional awareness, regulation, and empathy. The therapeutic process reorients emotional
experience from a reactive force into a reflective one, allowing children to act with intention, compassion, and
integrity. This integration of emotion and morality suggests that fostering emotional understanding in
childhood is not merely a psychological goal but a moral imperative for healthy human development.
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