Health Psychology and Behavioral Disorders

6}&)0?%‘9““& 5«&231”

O89S 30 S ML 3 S g (53U ;- Ll (4o 30 b (Silo 305 3 (i 3 Ao

(le “’—Q)é‘p o..\iu“é}ao;,w

VEOAT N ol

VEEN Y A VEE/ A SOk b A EZACIEN WPy

HEALTH PSYCHOLOGY a0

BEHAVIORAL DISORDERS
L8, LRSI 9 cvothuw gwbiiisly,

Fos e Jadllgl O S abls

"l 2 g

) g BEP) aww\‘w o‘gjf ‘Lﬁf\gbéﬁuﬁh A
Ol e s e gDl sl3T oK1

ST oKl oy Al (bl 6y S Y

,Q\fJ ) g sd»OLv‘

1 gt ol 8 el

Bakhshipur@bojnourdiau.ac.ir

9 r&;u‘«.]ols 5u5|)>u :@bbm' DH
s 503l A ylde L(VF D) 39050 ¢ 0 2> 5 o ot dllg
oSy ol Bl b ey L Slepl
W) olge 0aiiS By wnosgw (45345 3 (6,8 5By
Yo (V)F gl o YME] g oMo wliidyy (o

A

saSe

58 By (il )3 )by (B lS Glops 5 Sloydisil (s So il dulie Jiaggy (ol Suaa
095 L el seil it (—tulojles b b Gimggy g1 dlge 0415 By anng s (S06S
oS G pumarges o VY B yury 515368 Lol (ol dnals 15 ol anlog (6 S 5 S
Sloyd Slye 4 Jol5 (2ldjem 5l g 45 3 WY Sl )5 pla 3 b jo5 3l
Jobds g ool Miadam hgy 4y aS D Loyl 5 dnlg SogS VY Joldb diged LA2gs 03,8 dxnlye
b Rl (55 A 09,5 p) JyuS g o)l 3l (lopd (Slopdsil 09 dw y3 (ol
D91 (WWAD) a6 )R By dolisins yy gy Hlial s Tyl (gladda £v auids Ve o M3 las
S plouil SPSS-YY l8la 5 )3 0 puitosis g 0 puiio S yuilylggS (slaygesl b lmosls elos
9 (F=¥o XY, P<eioo)) 905l 53 09)5 4w ylie (5ol cglis oy Lz ANCOVA gl
5 WIS a5y Hholine el el dlslie g3 pa 05 393y (F=Y0.0V, P<eie o)) 6,50
2 oyl o> Lt (Ggyits el (P<eor ) o (oM g clabady lour sloailze
93 ym &l gl g (P<eo)) cs Iy ()l y— s3ls loyd dr Cons 6yt o Suyl g0l
slr 50 sy 99 ey BU—b playd g (Sleydcsil b bads (6250 53 gl
obis 65588 (isu sl Sloyd sl Lol it dlge 005 B pansguw 8055 (6, K515y ials
Al

Slso S pmonpus {51065 (6 )R g {05y b8y = LG lop (o b1 5 5198

ol 485 &y90 (CC BY -NC 4.0) 215 b ollao ol s jiand &gty dlie o) Uil ol odian 5 4 3lato dlio o) Ll o> soled \\"(b 8


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

Health Psychology and Behavioral Disorders

5,&,0&){519&»}4« WW‘S)

Comparison of the Effectiveness of Play Therapy and Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy on Reducing Aggression in Substance-Abusing Children (9-12 Years)

Submit Date: 2025-09-20 Revise Date: 2025-12-21 Accept Date: 2025-12-23

Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of play therapy and cognitive
behavioral therapy in reducing aggression among substance-abusing children.
A quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group and two-
month follow-up was employed. The population consisted of 9-12-year-old
substance-abusing boys in Torbat-Jam, Iran (2022—-2023) who had completed
detoxification. Twenty-four eligible children were purposively selected and
randomly assigned to play therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, and control
groups (n=8 each). Interventions were delivered in ten 60-minute sessions.
Aggression was assessed using the Shahim Aggression Questionnaire. Data
were analyzed using univariate and multivariate  ANCOVA in SPSS-23.
ANCOVA revealed significant group differences at posttest (F=40.32,
p<0.001) and follow-up (F=35.07, p<0.001). Both interventions significantly
reduced total aggression and its physical, relational, and verbal components
(p<0.01). Bonferroni comparisons indicated that play therapy produced
significantly greater reductions than CBT at posttest (p<0.01), with treatment
effects maintained at follow-up. Both play therapy and CBT are effective for
reducing aggression in substance-abusing children, with play therapy
demonstrating superior therapeutic impact.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Substance use in childhood is a complex biopsychosocial problem associated with adverse physical,
psychological, familial, and social consequences. Individuals with substance use problems may experience
emotional dysregulation, interpersonal conflict, social invalidation, poor distress tolerance, and co-occurring
mental health difficulties that complicate treatment and rehabilitation (Kashifi Zadeh et al., 2022; Semb et
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al., 2019). Substance use disorders may also be associated with unfavorable long-term health outcomes and
increased healthcare burdens (Andalibi et al., 2021). These concerns become particularly serious when
substance use occurs during childhood, a developmental period in which self-regulation, social cognition,
impulse control, and adaptive coping skills are still evolving (Burke, 2024).

Aggression is one of the most important behavioral problems associated with substance use. It is a
multidimensional construct encompassing physical aggression, such as hitting and pushing; verbal aggression,
such as threatening and insulting; and relational aggression, such as exclusion, rejection, and damage to
interpersonal relationships. Aggressive behavior develops through the interaction of cognitive interpretations,
emotional arousal, behavioral inhibition, social learning, family relationships, and environmental conditions
(Krahé, 2020). Different forms and functions of aggression may also be associated with conduct problems,
antisocial tendencies, and difficulties in behavioral regulation (DeLisi et al., 2021). Developmental research
indicates that aggression can co-occur with hyperactivity, inattention, anxiety, and depressed mood, creating
complex trajectories of psychological maladjustment during childhood and adolescence (Morales et al.,
2024). Moreover, inadequate emotional recognition and rejective parenting practices may intensify aggressive
and depressive responses among young people (Shin & Bae, 2023).

The association between substance use and aggression may be reciprocal. Substance use can reduce behavioral
inhibition, impair judgment, increase irritability, and intensify interpersonal conflict, whereas pre-existing
aggression, impulsivity, and poor coping skills may increase vulnerability to risky behaviors and continued
substance use. Previous evidence has demonstrated a meaningful relationship between substance use and
aggressive behavior among adolescents (Fauziah et al., 2012). Alcohol, illicit drugs, and other psychoactive
substances have also been associated with interpersonal violence and self-directed harmful behavior
(Lundholm, 2013). Therefore, the reduction of aggression should be considered an essential component of
psychological rehabilitation for children with a history of substance use.

Play therapy is a developmentally appropriate psychotherapeutic approach that uses play as the child’s natural
medium of communication, emotional expression, and learning. Through symbolic play, drawing, storytelling,
role-play, construction activities, and interaction with toys, children can express experiences that may be
difficult to communicate verbally. A safe, accepting, and nonjudgmental therapeutic relationship enables the
child to explore anger, fear, shame, frustration, and interpersonal conflict without being overwhelmed (Kenll,
2016; Senko & Bethany, 2019). Play-based interventions can facilitate emotional release, improve self-
awareness, strengthen social skills, and provide opportunities to practice adaptive responses (Shrinivasa et al.,
2018; Sohrabi Shegefti, 2011). Child-centered play therapy has also been associated with improvements in
behavioral functioning among children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (Robinson et al., 2017).
Previous studies have supported the effectiveness of play therapy in reducing childhood aggression and related
behavioral difficulties. Group play therapy has reduced aggressive behaviors and improved social skills in
preschool children (Ebrahimi et al., 2019), while other studies have reported reductions in aggression, anxiety,
and stress (Goudarzi et al., 2019). Group play therapy has also improved social problems, aggression, and
rule-breaking behavior among children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (Timourian et al., 2020).
Cognitive-behavioral play therapy has demonstrated favorable effects on physical, relational, and verbal
aggression (Yaseminejad & Solgi, 2018), aggression among children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity
disorder (Akbari & Rahmati, 2015), childhood fears (Alikhani, 2018), and social maladjustment (Karami et
al., 2015). More recent evidence has similarly shown that group play therapy can improve communication
skills and reduce aggressive behavior in hyperactive children (Shad, 2025).

Cognitive behavioral therapy is another well-established intervention for childhood emotional and behavioral
problems. It is based on the reciprocal relationships among thoughts, emotions, physiological reactions, and
behaviors. In the treatment of aggression, children learn to recognize anger-provoking situations, identify
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bodily signs of arousal, examine hostile or distorted interpretations, practice relaxation, and use problem-
solving and assertive communication instead of aggression. Contemporary cognitive-behavioral approaches
emphasize the development of alternative learning and inhibitory responses to emotionally challenging
situations (McGuire & Storch, 2019). Group cognitive behavioral therapy has been effective in reducing
aggression among children (Rajabi et al., 2013), individuals with substance use disorders (Najafi &
Moradzadeh Khorasani, 2015), and people displaying anger-related aggressive behavior (Kazemini et al.,
2011). Nevertheless, relatively few studies have directly compared play therapy and cognitive behavioral
therapy among children with a history of substance use. Accordingly, this study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of play therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy in reducing total, physical, relational, and verbal
aggression among 9-12-year-old boys with substance use.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with two intervention groups, a control
group, and a two-month follow-up assessment. The statistical population consisted of all 9-12-year-old boys
with a history of substance use who had attended addiction treatment centers in Torbat Jam, Iran, during 2022—
2023 and had completed detoxification. Twenty-four eligible children were selected through purposive
sampling and randomly assigned to a play therapy group, a cognitive behavioral therapy group, or a waiting -
list control group, with eight participants in each group.

The inclusion criteria were male sex, age between 9 and 12 years, a history of opium use, residence in Torbat
Jam, completion of detoxification within the previous three to four months, literacy of the child and mother,
an aggression score at least one standard deviation above the mean, parental consent, and no simultaneous
participation in another psychological treatment. Children were excluded when they missed two intervention
sessions or used addiction-treatment medication during the intervention period. Written informed consent was
obtained from the parents, and the children participated voluntarily. Confidentiality of identifying and clinical
information was maintained.

Aggression was assessed using the Shahim Aggression Questionnaire, a 21-item measure completed by the
children’s mothers. The questionnaire evaluates physical aggression through seven items, relational aggression
through eight items, and verbal aggression through six items. The total aggression score and the three
component scores were measured at pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up.

The first experimental group received ten 60-minute child-centered play therapy sessions, delivered twice
weekly. The intervention included free play, emotional expression through dolls and emotion cards, drawing
and mask-making, safe anger-release activities, construction games, puzzles, role-playing, problem-solving
games, storytelling, and the review of therapeutic achievements. The second experimental group received ten
60-minute cognitive behavioral therapy sessions, also delivered twice weekly. The sessions included emotional
recognition, identification of anger-provoking situations, breathing and relaxation, awareness of bodily
reactions, recognition of thoughts, examination of relationships among thoughts, emotions, physical signs, and
actions, assertiveness training, cognitive restructuring, problem-solving, goal setting, self-control, and the
development of adaptive coping responses. The control group received no intervention during the study and
remained on a waiting list.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 23. Descriptive indices included means and standard deviations.
Univariate analysis of covariance was used to compare total aggression across the groups after controlling for
pretest scores. Multivariate analysis of covariance was used to evaluate group differences in physical,
relational, and verbal aggression. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were conducted to determine the
specific differences between the three groups.

Findings
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The results of the univariate analysis of covariance showed a statistically significant difference among the
three groups in total aggression at posttest, after controlling for pretest scores, F(2,20)=40.32, p<0.001. A
significant group difference was also observed at the two-month follow-up, F(2,20)=35.07, p<0.001.
Bonferroni comparisons at posttest indicated that total aggression was significantly lower in the play therapy
group than in the control group, with an adjusted mean difference of —23.51, p<<0.001. Total aggression was
also significantly lower in the cognitive behavioral therapy group than in the control group, with an adjusted
mean difference of —14.99, p<0.001. The play therapy group demonstrated a significantly greater reduction in
total aggression than the cognitive behavioral therapy group, with an adjusted mean difference of —8.52,
p=0.01.

At follow-up, both interventions remained significantly more effective than the control condition. The adjusted
mean difference between play therapy and control was —20.02, p<0.001, while the difference between
cognitive behavioral therapy and control was —15.99, p<0.001. However, the difference between play therapy
and cognitive behavioral therapy was not statistically significant at follow-up, with an adjusted mean difference
of —4.03, p=0.35.

The multivariate analysis showed a significant combined group effect on physical, relational, and verbal
aggression at posttest, Wilks’ lambda=0.13, F(6,32)=9.54, p<0.001, partial eta squared=0.64. The combined
effect remained significant at follow-up, Wilks’ lambda=0.14, F(6,32)=8.93, p<0.001, partial eta
squared=0.63.

Univariate analyses demonstrated significant posttest group differences in physical aggression, F=11.17,
p<0.001; relational aggression, F=31.12, p<0.001; and verbal aggression, F=9.27, p<0.001. At follow-up,
significant differences remained for physical aggression, F=8.78, p<0.001; relational aggression, F=10.87,
p<0.001; and verbal aggression, F=6.34, p=0.01.

At posttest, play therapy produced significant reductions in all three aggression components compared with
the control group. Cognitive behavioral therapy significantly reduced physical and relational aggression
compared with the control group, whereas its pairwise difference from the control group in verbal aggression
did not reach the Bonferroni-adjusted significance level. Play therapy was significantly more effective than
cognitive behavioral therapy in reducing relational aggression, but the two interventions did not differ
significantly in physical or verbal aggression. At follow-up, both intervention groups had significantly lower
physical, relational, and verbal aggression than the control group. No significant differences were found
between play therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy for any aggression component at follow-up.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that both play therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy are effective interventions for
reducing aggression among children with a history of substance use. The maintenance of improvement at the
two-month follow-up suggests that the therapeutic effects were not limited to the immediate treatment period.
Both approaches appear capable of strengthening emotional regulation, behavioral inhibition, communication,
and adaptive responses to anger-provoking situations.

The stronger immediate effect of play therapy on total aggression may be explained by its developmental
suitability and experiential nature. Play provides children with a familiar and engaging method of expressing
emotions, reenacting difficult experiences, releasing tension safely, and practicing alternative social behaviors.
Because participation does not depend entirely on abstract verbal reasoning, children may become involved in
the therapeutic process more rapidly and display earlier behavioral improvement. The greater posttest effect
of play therapy on relational aggression may also reflect the emphasis placed on role-playing, interpersonal
interaction, emotional reflection, and the rehearsal of cooperative behavior.

Cognitive behavioral therapy was also effective, although some of its benefits may have required more time to
become generalized to everyday situations. Skills such as identifying automatic thoughts, evaluating
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interpretations, controlling physiological arousal, and applying structured problem-solving strategies require
repeated practice. The absence of a significant difference between the two interventions at follow-up suggests
that cognitive-behavioral skills may have continued to consolidate after treatment, reducing the initial
advantage observed for play therapy.

The findings concerning verbal aggression also suggest that communication habits may be more resistant to
immediate change than physical or relational behaviors. Hostile language, threats, and shouting may be
reinforced within family or peer environments and may therefore require parental involvement, environmental
modification, and additional practice. The later significant improvement in the cognitive behavioral therapy
group indicates that children may gradually learn to replace aggressive verbal responses with more controlled
and assertive communication.

Overall, play therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy can both be used to reduce physical, relational, verbal,
and total aggression in 9-12-year-old boys with a history of substance use. Play therapy produced a stronger
immediate reduction in total and relational aggression, whereas the two interventions demonstrated comparable
effectiveness at the two-month follow-up. Treatment selection should therefore consider the child’s
developmental level, verbal abilities, preferred mode of communication, pattern of aggression, and willingness
to engage in structured tasks. Integrating play-based emotional expression with cognitive-behavioral skills
training may provide a particularly comprehensive intervention for this vulnerable population.
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