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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play therapy on
alexithymia and behavioral problems in children with behavioral disorders. This quasi-
experimental study used a pretest-posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population included 10- to 12-year-old children with behavioral disorders and their parents
who referred to counseling centers supervised by the Welfare Organization in Karaj from July
to December 2025. After initial screening, 30 eligible children were selected through purposive
sampling and assigned to 10-member groups. The cognitive-behavioral play therapy
intervention was implemented in eight 60-minute sessions. The research instruments included
the parent version of the Rutter Children’s Behavioral Disorder Questionnaire, the
Goodenough Draw-a-Man Test, the Toronto Alexithymia Scale for Children and Adolescents,
and the Achenbach Child Behavior Checklist. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis
of covariance and follow-up tests. The multivariate combined effect of cognitive-behavioral
play therapy on the dependent variables was statistically significant (Wilks’ A=0.75, F=46.77,
p<0.001, n?>=0.61). The intervention had a significant effect on total alexithymia (F=149.85,
p<0.001, 1>=0.87). Significant effects were also observed for difficulty identifying feelings
(F=32.07, p<0.001, n*=0.65), difficulty describing feelings (F=47.35, p<0.001, n?>=0.74), and
externally oriented thinking (F=12.67, p=0.003, n*=0.46). In addition, the intervention
significantly affected total behavioral problems (F=11.37, p=0.004, 1n>=0.40), internalizing
problems (F=12.33, p=0.003, 1>=0.43), and externalizing problems (F=17.14, p=0.001,
n*=0.52). Cognitive-behavioral play therapy appears to be an effective intervention for
reducing alexithymia and behavioral problems in children with behavioral disorders by
improving emotional awareness, emotional expression, self-regulation, problem-solving skills,
and adaptive behavioral responses.

Keywords: Cognitive-behavioral play therapy, alexithymia, behavioral problems, children,
behavioral disorder.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Childhood is a decisive developmental period in which emotional regulation, behavioral self-control,
interpersonal adjustment, and early patterns of social functioning are formed. Emotional and behavioral
disorders in children are not limited to visible disruptive behaviors, but often include complex patterns of
emotional dysregulation, social maladjustment, anxiety, impulsivity, aggression, withdrawal, and difficulty in
adaptive communication. Children with behavioral disorders may experience persistent problems in home,
school, and peer contexts, and these problems can negatively influence academic performance, family
relationships, peer acceptance, and later psychological development. Contemporary perspectives on emotional
and behavioral disorders emphasize that such difficulties should be understood as multidimensional
developmental problems involving behavioral manifestations, emotional processes, family context, and
environmental stressors (Landrum, 2024). Evidence also indicates that children exposed to adverse or
unstable caregiving environments are at increased risk for mental health and behavioral difficulties,
highlighting the importance of early and structured psychological intervention (Engler et al., 2022).

One construct that may explain part of the emotional basis of behavioral problems in children is alexithymia.
Alexithymia refers to difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, limited emotional
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awareness, and a tendency toward externally oriented thinking. Children with high alexithymia may fail to
recognize internal emotional states and may express distress through maladaptive behaviors rather than verbal
communication. This is clinically important because emotional unawareness can intensify impulsive,
aggressive, avoidant, or oppositional responses. Alexithymia in children and adolescents has been discussed
as a developmental and psychosomatic problem that can interfere with emotional expression, family
communication, and psychological adaptation (O'Malley, 2023). Research has also shown that alexithymia is
related to emotion regulation problems and sleep difficulties in school-aged children, suggesting that weak
emotional processing may be associated with broader psychological and behavioral dysfunction (Hashem et
al., 2023). Moreover, meta-analytic evidence has linked childhood maltreatment with alexithymia, indicating
that emotional processing deficits may emerge or intensify in adverse developmental contexts (Ditzer et al.,
2023).

Behavioral problems in childhood often include both internalizing and externalizing dimensions. Internalizing
problems may appear as anxiety, withdrawal, sadness, somatic complaints, or emotional inhibition, whereas
externalizing problems may include aggression, rule-breaking, oppositional behaviors, and impulsivity.
Studies have shown that behavioral problems frequently co-occur with anxiety, reduced self-esteem, learning
difficulties, and broader psychosocial maladjustment in children and adolescents (Zuppardo et al., 2023). In
diagnostic and clinical frameworks, childhood behavioral problems are increasingly examined in relation to
developmental context, comorbidity, and functional impairment rather than as isolated behavioral symptoms
(Reed et al., 2022). Clinical guidelines in related behavioral domains also show the importance of structured,
evidence-based assessment and intervention when behavioral dysregulation affects functioning (Howell et al.,
2023).

Cognitive-behavioral play therapy is a developmentally appropriate intervention that integrates cognitive-
behavioral principles with the natural language of children: play. Through play, children can express emotions,
rehearse adaptive behaviors, learn problem-solving, practice self-control, and explore alternative responses to
distressing situations. Cognitive-behavioral approaches have demonstrated value in child and adolescent
emotional problems, particularly through techniques such as psychoeducation, cognitive restructuring,
relaxation, coping skills training, and behavioral rehearsal (Nicoara et al., 2023). When these techniques are
delivered through play-based activities, they may become more accessible and engaging for children who have
limited verbal expression or resistance to direct instruction. Previous findings have supported the effectiveness
of cognitive-behavioral play therapy in improving attention, concentration, and social adjustment in children
(Mehrafza et al., 2022). Case-based evidence has also shown that cognitive-behavioral play therapy can be
flexibly applied to children experiencing behavioral and adjustment difficulties (Remey, 2024). Furthermore,
interventions that use role-playing and game-based cognitive-behavioral methods can increase active
participation and provide opportunities for practicing social and emotional skills in structured contexts
(Varrette et al., 2023). Systematic evidence on disruptive behavior disorders also supports the importance of
psychological interventions that target maladaptive behavioral patterns and related emotional processes
(Perlstein et al., 2023). Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive-
behavioral play therapy on alexithymia and behavioral problems in children with behavioral disorders.
Methods and Materials

This study was conducted using a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population consisted of 10- to 12-year-old children with behavioral disorders and one of their parents
who referred to counseling centers supervised by the Welfare Organization in Karaj from July to December
2025. The children had received a diagnosis of behavioral disorder from child psychologists or child
psychiatrists. In the first stage, 50 children with diagnosed behavioral disorders were identified and screened
using the parent version of the Rutter Children’s Behavioral Disorder Questionnaire and the Goodenough
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Draw-a-Man Test. From this group, 30 children who obtained a score higher than 10 on the Rutter
questionnaire and an intelligence quotient higher than 90 on the Goodenough test were selected through
purposive sampling. The participants were then randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups.
The inclusion criteria were parental consent to participate, child age between 10 and 12 years, having a clinical
file and diagnosis of behavioral disorder in welfare-supervised counseling and psychological service centers,
normal intellectual functioning based on the Goodenough test, obtaining a score between 10 and 40 on the
parent version of the Rutter Children’s Behavioral Disorder Questionnaire, and having at least one parent with
a bachelor’s degree or higher. The exclusion criteria were withdrawal of consent and absence from more than
two intervention sessions.

The data collection instruments included the parent version of the Rutter Children’s Behavioral Disorder
Questionnaire, the Goodenough Draw-a-Man Test, the Toronto Alexithymia Scale for Children and
Adolescents, and the Achenbach Child Behavior Checklist. The Rutter questionnaire was used to assess
behavioral disorder symptoms, while the Goodenough test was used for screening intellectual functioning. The
Toronto Alexithymia Scale assessed total alexithymia and its components, including difficulty identifying
feelings, difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking. The Achenbach Child Behavior
Checklist was used to assess total behavioral problems, internalizing problems, and externalizing problems.
The cognitive-behavioral play therapy intervention was implemented in eight 60-minute sessions by the
researcher. The intervention included introductory activities, establishment of a friendly therapeutic
environment, psychoeducation about emotions, training in emotional expression, recognition of physiological
signs of anger and frustration, group play to promote cooperation, identification of appropriate and
inappropriate behaviors, training in gratitude and prosocial behavior, daily decision-making, problem-solving,
consultation with parents and adults, relaxation training, anger and frustration management, self-awareness,
assertiveness, and generalization of learned skills to everyday situations. The control group did not receive the
intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, assumption testing,
multivariate analysis of covariance, and follow-up univariate covariance analyses. The significance level was
set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive results showed that the experimental and control groups were relatively similar at pretest in
alexithymia, behavioral problems, and their components. In the experimental group, the mean score of
alexithymia decreased from 52.46 at pretest to 33.58 at posttest, whereas in the control group it changed from
51.93 to 50.08. Difficulty identifying feelings decreased in the experimental group from 18.64 to 11.73, while
the control group changed from 18.46 to 17.31. Difficulty describing feelings decreased in the experimental
group from 13.31 to 8.40, whereas the control group changed from 12.22 to 12.74. Externally oriented thinking
decreased in the experimental group from 20.51 to 13.45, while the control group changed from 21.25 to 20.75.
For behavioral problems, the mean score of total behavioral problems in the experimental group decreased
from 156.08 at pretest to 116.87 at posttest, whereas the control group changed from 148.98 to 153.05.
Internalizing problems decreased in the experimental group from 55.64 to 29.72, while the control group
changed from 57.11 to 56.95. Externalizing problems decreased in the experimental group from 48.82 to 32.12,
whereas the control group changed from 49.20 to 51.24.

Before conducting the main inferential analyses, statistical assumptions were examined. The results of the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests confirmed the normal distribution of the study variables. The
interaction between the independent variable and the pretest was not significant for alexithymia or behavioral
problems, confirming the assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes. Box’s M test was not significant,
indicating homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices. Levene’s test was also not significant for alexithymia
and behavioral problems, confirming homogeneity of variances.
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The multivariate test based on Wilks’ Lambda showed that the combined effect of cognitive-behavioral play
therapy on the dependent variables was statistically significant (Wilks’ Lambda=0.75, F=46.77, p=0.000,
n*=0.61). The results of univariate covariance analyses showed that the intervention had a significant effect on
total alexithymia (F=149.85, p=0.000, n>=0.87). Significant effects were also found for difficulty identifying
feelings (F=32.07, p=0.000, n?=0.65), difficulty describing feelings (F=47.35, p=0.000, n?=0.74), and
externally oriented thinking (F=12.67, p=0.003, 11>=0.46). These findings indicate that cognitive-behavioral
play therapy significantly reduced alexithymia and its components in children with behavioral disorders.

The results also showed that cognitive-behavioral play therapy had a significant effect on total behavioral
problems (F=11.37, p=0.004, 1*=0.40). In addition, the intervention significantly reduced internalizing
problems (F=12.33, p=0.003, 1*=0.43) and externalizing problems (F=17.14, p=0.001, 1*=0.52). Based on the
effect sizes, the intervention explained 87% of the variance in total alexithymia, 65% in difficulty identifying
feelings, 74% in difficulty describing feelings, 46% in externally oriented thinking, 40% in total behavioral
problems, 43% in internalizing problems, and 52% in externalizing problems.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicated that cognitive-behavioral play therapy was effective in reducing
alexithymia and behavioral problems among children with behavioral disorders. The reduction in alexithymia
suggests that the intervention helped children recognize, label, and express their emotional experiences more
effectively. Because children with behavioral disorders often express distress through impulsive or
maladaptive behaviors rather than verbal emotional communication, improving emotional awareness can
reduce the need for behavioral discharge. The play-based format likely allowed children to explore emotions
in a safe, symbolic, and developmentally appropriate environment. Through psychoeducation, emotional
expression exercises, role-playing, and relaxation training, children learned to connect bodily sensations,
feelings, thoughts, and behaviors, which may explain the reduction in difficulty identifying and describing
feelings.

The decrease in behavioral problems can also be explained by the behavioral and cognitive components of the
intervention. Children practiced cooperation, rule-following, problem-solving, anger control, assertiveness,
and adaptive responses to frustration. These skills directly target the mechanisms underlying externalizing
behaviors such as aggression, impulsivity, and rule-breaking. At the same time, the intervention reduced
internalizing problems by providing a supportive environment in which children could express fears, worries,
and emotional discomfort. Thus, cognitive-behavioral play therapy appears to affect both overt behavioral
symptoms and underlying emotional dysregulation.

Overall, the results support the use of cognitive-behavioral play therapy as a structured, child-centered, and
developmentally appropriate intervention for children with behavioral disorders. By integrating emotional
awareness, cognitive restructuring, relaxation, social skills training, and behavioral rehearsal within play
activities, this approach can help children develop more adaptive patterns of emotional and behavioral
functioning. The findings suggest that early intervention using cognitive-behavioral play therapy may reduce
alexithymia, improve self-regulation, decrease internalizing and externalizing problems, and promote healthier
social and emotional adjustment in children with behavioral disorders.
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