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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of parent-centered and child-
centered play therapy on improving emotional intelligence in students with social
anxiety disorder. This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest,
posttest, and follow-up across three groups. The statistical population consisted of 7—
8-year-old primary school students with social anxiety disorder in Zahedan, from
whom 60 participants were selected using convenience sampling and randomly
assigned into two experimental groups (parent-centered and child-centered play
therapy) and one control group (n=20 per group). Data were collected using the Trait
Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire—Child Form (TEIQue-CF). The interventions
included a 10-session parent-centered play therapy protocol and a 16-session child-
centered play therapy protocol. Data were analyzed using repeated measures
ANOVA. Results indicated a significant main effect of time (F=582.91, p<0.001) and
a significant interaction effect of time x group (F=93.56, p<0.001) on emotional
intelligence. The between-group effect was also significant (F=65.16, p<0.001).
Bonferroni post hoc tests revealed that both interventions significantly outperformed
the control group (p<0.001), and a significant difference was observed between the
two experimental groups (p=0.002), with parent-centered play therapy demonstrating
greater effectiveness. Play therapy, particularly the parent-centered approach, is an
effective intervention for enhancing emotional intelligence in students with social
anxiety disorder, with family involvement contributing to more sustained therapeutic
outcomes.

Keywords: Play therapy, parent-centered approach, child-centered approach,
emotional intelligence, social anxiety disorder
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Social anxiety disorder is one of the most prevalent psychological challenges in childhood, characterized by
persistent fear of social situations, avoidance behaviors, and heightened sensitivity to negative evaluation, all
of which can significantly impair emotional development and social functioning. One of the key constructs
affected by this disorder is emotional intelligence, which encompasses the ability to perceive, understand,
regulate, and utilize emotions effectively in oneself and others. Emotional intelligence plays a crucial role in
adaptive functioning, academic success, and the development of healthy interpersonal relationships, making it
a central focus in child and adolescent psychology (Mohammadi & Ghoraei, 2022). Children with social
anxiety often exhibit deficits in emotional awareness, emotional regulation, and social competence, which can
create a cycle of withdrawal, reduced social engagement, and increased psychological vulnerability (Fattahi,
2019).

In recent years, there has been growing interest in therapeutic approaches that align with children’s
developmental characteristics, particularly those that utilize nonverbal and experiential modes of expression.
Play therapy has emerged as one of the most effective interventions in this regard, as it allows children to
communicate emotions and internal conflicts through symbolic play rather than verbal articulation (Bratton
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et al., 2019). Research evidence supports the efficacy of play-based interventions in reducing emotional
distress and enhancing emotional intelligence in children. For instance, systematic reviews have demonstrated
that play interventions significantly improve emotional competencies and reduce negative emotional
symptoms across diverse child populations (Alexander et al., 2025). Similarly, meta-analytic findings indicate
that play therapy can enhance emotional regulation, social skills, and anger management in children and
adolescents (Carvajal Alejandro, 2023).

Among the various forms of play therapy, child-centered play therapy (CCPT) emphasizes the child’s
autonomy and self-directed exploration within a supportive and nonjudgmental therapeutic environment. This
approach fosters emotional expression and self-awareness through unconditional acceptance and empathic
reflection, enabling children to process their emotions and develop adaptive coping strategies (Bratton et al.,
2019). On the other hand, parent-centered play therapy (CPRT) involves training parents to engage
therapeutically with their children, thereby extending the therapeutic process beyond clinical settings into
everyday family interactions. This approach not only strengthens the parent-child relationship but also
promotes the generalization and sustainability of therapeutic outcomes (Cooper et al., 2020). Empirical
studies have shown that parent-involved interventions can significantly improve emotional and behavioral
outcomes in children by enhancing parental responsiveness and emotional support (Ghaffari et al., 2020).
Despite the established effectiveness of both CCPT and CPRT, there remains a need for comparative studies
examining their relative efficacy, particularly in non-Western cultural contexts where family dynamics play a
central role in child development. Previous research has demonstrated that play therapy interventions can
improve emotional intelligence, reduce depressive symptoms, and enhance social adjustment in children
(Barna, 2023; Rezaei Rezvan et al., 2021). However, limited attention has been given to directly comparing
the effects of child-centered and parent-centered approaches on emotional intelligence among children with
social anxiety. Addressing this gap is essential for identifying the most effective intervention strategies and
optimizing treatment outcomes. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of parent-
centered and child-centered play therapy on emotional intelligence in primary school students with social
anxiety disorder.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest—follow-up structure involving three
groups: two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical population consisted of primary school
students diagnosed with social anxiety disorder in Zahedan. A total of 60 children aged 7 to 8 years were
selected using convenience sampling and were randomly assigned to one of three groups: parent-centered play
therapy, child-centered play therapy, and a control group, with 20 participants in each group. Inclusion criteria
included a clinical diagnosis of social anxiety disorder based on standardized assessment procedures and
willingness to participate in the study, while exclusion criteria included absence from sessions and withdrawal
from the study.

Data were collected using the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire—Child Form (TEIQue-CF), a
validated instrument designed to assess multiple dimensions of emotional intelligence in children. The parent-
centered intervention consisted of a structured 10-session program focused on training parents in therapeutic
play techniques, emotional responsiveness, and effective communication strategies. The child-centered
intervention involved 16 sessions conducted over eight weeks, emphasizing free play, emotional expression,
and therapist facilitation without direct guidance. The control group did not receive any intervention during
the study period. Statistical analysis was conducted using repeated measures analysis of variance to examine
changes over time and differences between groups.

Findings
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Descriptive statistics indicated that the mean scores of emotional intelligence were relatively similar across the
three groups at the pretest stage, suggesting baseline equivalence. However, significant increases were
observed in both experimental groups at the posttest and follow-up stages, with the parent-centered group
demonstrating the highest levels of improvement. In contrast, the control group showed only minimal changes
over time.

Inferential analysis using repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of time (F=582.91,
p<0.001, 1n?=0.911), indicating that emotional intelligence scores changed significantly across the
measurement points. Additionally, the interaction effect of time x group was significant (F=93.56, p<0.001,
1n?=0.767), suggesting that the pattern of change differed across the groups. The between-group effect was also
significant (F=65.16, p<0.001, 1?>=0.696), confirming that the interventions had differential impacts on
emotional intelligence.

Post hoc Bonferroni comparisons indicated that both experimental groups significantly outperformed the
control group (p<0.001). Furthermore, a significant difference was observed between the parent-centered and
child-centered groups (p=0.002), with the parent-centered approach demonstrating greater effectiveness. These
findings highlight the substantial impact of play therapy interventions, particularly those involving parental
participation, on enhancing emotional intelligence in children with social anxiety disorder.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the present study demonstrate that both parent-centered and child-centered play therapy are
effective interventions for improving emotional intelligence in children with social anxiety disorder. The
significant increases observed in the experimental groups suggest that play-based interventions provide a
powerful medium for emotional expression, self-awareness, and regulation. These findings are consistent with
theoretical perspectives that emphasize the role of experiential learning and symbolic play in emotional
development.

The superior effectiveness of the parent-centered approach can be attributed to the active involvement of
parents in the therapeutic process, which facilitates the transfer of learned skills to the home environment and
ensures continuity of support. By equipping parents with the necessary skills to respond empathically and
engage in therapeutic play, this approach creates a supportive emotional climate that reinforces positive
behavioral and emotional changes. In contrast, while child-centered play therapy provides a safe and accepting
space for emotional exploration, its effects may be limited to the therapeutic setting without consistent
reinforcement in daily life.

Overall, the findings underscore the importance of integrating family-based interventions in the treatment of
childhood social anxiety and highlight the potential of play therapy as a developmentally appropriate and
effective method for enhancing emotional intelligence. These results have important implications for clinical
practice and educational settings, suggesting that incorporating parent training programs into therapeutic
interventions may lead to more sustainable and impactful outcomes.
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