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Keywords: Background and Purpose: Separation anxiety disorder is one of the most common anxiety disorders
Attachment-based in childhood, which, if left untreated, can lead to severe disorders in adulthood. This study aimed to
intervention, compare the effectiveness of maternal training based on attachment-based intervention and cognitive-
cognitive-behavioral behavioral intervention on multiple dimensions of anxiety in children with separation anxiety
intervention, disorder.

children's anxiety, Method: This study was quasi-experimental with a pre-test-post-test design, a control group, and a
mothers' training three-month follow-up. The statistical population included all mothers of elementary school students

with separation anxiety disorder in Educational District One of Sari City in the academic year 2022-
2023. Through purposive sampling, 45 participants were selected and randomly assigned to three
groups of 15 students (15 in the attachment-based intervention group, 15 in the cognitive-behavioral
group, and 15 in the control group). Data collection tools included the Separation Anxiety
Assessment Scale— Parent version (SAAS-P) (Han et al., 2003) and The Multidimensional Anxiety
Scale for Children (MASC) (March et al., 1997). The data was analyzed using repeated measures
analysis of variance and SPSS-26 software.

Results: The results showed significant difference between the attachment-based intervention and
the cognitive-behavioral intervention in reducing the multiple dimensions of anxiety (F = 4.207, P =
0.0001). Furthermore, in the post-test phase, both interventions showed equally significant effects on
the various dimensions of anxiety, and the sustained effectiveness of both interventions was also
observed in the follow-up phase (P < 0.001).

Conclusion: Based on these findings, both attachment-based intervention, which focuses on
improving emotional relationships and reducing separation-related worry, and cognitive-behavioral
intervention, which aims to modify maladaptive thought patterns and enhance coping skills, can be
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Introduction

Separation anxiety disorder (SAD) is one of the most prevalent
anxiety disorders commonly observed in childhood (3). SAD is
characterized as developmentally inappropriate and excessive
worry or anxiety concerning actual or anticipated separation
from a child’s primary attachment figures (4). The multifaceted
dimensions of anxiety encompass various levels of contextual
characteristics. In other words, anxiety dimensions can be
viewed as a unique and situationally dependent experience that
manifests in specific circumstances. These dimensions include
individual factors such as personality traits, past experiences,
and family backgrounds, as well as social and cultural
influences that affect the intensity and nature of the anxiety felt.
Understanding these multifaceted dimensions can aid in
identifying and managing anxiety effectively in various
situations (11). One of the most effective treatments known for
separation anxiety disorder in children is cognitive-behavioral
intervention (17).

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) includes unique features
of cognitive strategies, including controlling intrusive thoughts,
reinforcing effective coping strategies, identifying cognitive
distortions, and cognitive restructuring, and behavioral
strategies, including confrontation, muscle relaxation, role-
playing, and modeling (18, 19). Among parent-based
interventions, one of the most popular intervention approaches
for children's disruptive behaviors and separation anxiety is
attachment-based intervention (25).  Attachment-based
intervention is a term for interventions or approaches based on
attachment theory. Attachment-based intervention is derived
from Bowlby's attachment theory (28). Consequently, research
findings (23, 26) comparing the effectiveness of attachment-
based and CBT on other variables related to children with
separation anxiety disorder have been inconsistent and varied.
It highlights the need for a comprehensive study that directly
compares the effectiveness of these two interventions on the
dimensions of multidimensional anxiety in this population.
Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the efficacy of
attachment-based and CBT on the dimensions of
multidimensional anxiety in children with separation anxiety
disorder and compare them.

Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental method with a pre-
test-post-test, a control group, and a 3-month follow-up design.
The statistical population consisted of all mothers of
elementary school students diagnosed with separation anxiety
disorder in schools in District 1 of Sari City during the
academic year 2023-2024. The sample comprised 45
participants, selected using purposive sampling and randlomly
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assigned to one of three groups: an attachment-based
intervention group (n = 15), aCBT group (n = 15), and a control
group (n = 15). Pre-tests and post-tests were administered to all
three groups before and after any intervention, and a follow-up
assessment was conducted for all three groups 3 months after
the intervention concluded. Inclusion criteria for mothers
consisted of a cut-off score of 60 or higher on the Separation
Anxiety Questionnaire, an age range of 20 to 50 years, a
minimum of elementary education, and the absence of current
psychological or pharmacological interventions. Inclusion
criteria for children included an age range of 7 to 12 years, a
confirmed diagnosis of separation anxiety disorder, and the
absence of concurrent psychosocial treatment. Exclusion
criteria for mothers encompassed family problems, absence for
more than two sessions during the intervention, and the
presence of a severe mental disorder in the parent that would
hinder their active participation in the program. Additionally,
exclusion criteria for children included the presence of other
clinical disorders or a primary co-occurring diagnosis based on
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM) criteria. The mean and standard deviation of mothers'
age were 33.42 £ 5.23 for the attachment-based intervention
group, 33.20 + 5.06 for the CBT group, and 32.42 + 4.75 for
the control group. The mean and standard deviation of
children's age were 10.06 + 2.49 for the attachment-based
intervention group, 10.03 £ 2.28 for the CBT group, and 10.20
+ 2.13 for the control group. Data collection instruments
included the most recently validated version of the Separation
Anxiety Questionnaire-Parent Version (SAAS-P) (31, 33, 34)
and the Multidimensional Anxiety Scale for Children (MASC)
(35, 36, 37). In this study, the first experimental group received
an attachment-based intervention consisting of eight 2-hour
sessions, delivered once weekly. The second experimental
group underwent a CBT consisting of twelve 2-hour sessions,
delivered once weekly. The control group received no
intervention and continued with their educational center's
standard  curriculum.  After the interventions, the
Multidimensional Anxiety Scale for Children was administered
to all three groups in the post-test and follow-up phases. It is
important to note that the Separation Anxiety Questionnaire
was used only for initial diagnosis and sample selection and
was not administered during the post-test or follow-up phases.
The data was analyzed using repeated measures analysis of
variance (ANOVA) and SPSS-26 software.

Results

Table (1) presents descriptive statistics, including means and
standard deviations of the Multidimensional Anxiety Scale
across the study's phases.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Multidimensional Anxiety Dimensions at Pre-test, Post-test, and Follow-up

. Shapiro - Wilk
Variable Stage Group Mean SD Statistics Sig
Pre-test Cognitive-behavioral 60.0 17.889 0.916 0.165
Attachment-based 60.80 18.740 0.983 0.985
Multiple dimensions of anxiety Control 62.33 7.153 0.970 0.856
PO Cognitive-behavioral 41.93 9.839 0.937 0.247
Attachment-based 36.47 5.527 0.940 0.381
Control 63.33 7.596 0.938 0.288
Follow-up Cognitive-behavioral 34.47 7.596 0.946 0.467
Attachment-based 34.07 2.958 0.947 0.906
Control 62.47 17.477 0.959 0.711

As shown in Table 1, the mean total anxiety score in both
intervention groups decreased from pre-test to post-test and
follow-up. Conversely, the mean total anxiety score in the
control group remained relatively stable. Similarly, the mean
scores for the subscales of social anxiety, separation anxiety,
and physical symptoms decreased from pre-test to post-test and
follow-up in both intervention groups, while the harm
avoidance subscale increased. Again, the control group
exhibited minimal change across these subscales.

Repeated measures analysis of variance was employed to
check the statistical significance of these results, adhering to
the underlying assumptions. The results of data analysis
revealed that the F-values among the groups for the variable of
multidimensional anxiety total (F = 4.207, P = 0.0001), social
anxiety (F = 8.266, P = 0.0001), separation anxiety (F = 8.645,
P = 0.000), harm avoidance (F = 10.662, P = 0.000), and
somatic symptoms (F = 5.799, P = 0.006) were significant,
indicating that there are meaningful differences between the
groups. Based on these results, maternal training based on
attachment-based intervention and cognitive-behavioral
intervention has a significant effect on the multidimensional
anxiety total and its components, including social anxiety,
separation anxiety, harm avoidance, and somatic symptoms.
The effect sizes were found to be 0.366, 0.532, 0.949, 0.337,
and 0.216, respectively. Follow-up Bonferroni post-hoc tests
were conducted to investigate the sustained effects of
attachment-based and CBT. Follow-up Bonferroni post-hoc
tests were conducted to investigate the sustained effects of
attachment-based and CBT.

Results indicated significant differences between both
intervention groups and the control group for total
multidimensional anxiety, social anxiety, separation anxiety,
harm avoidance, and physical symptoms (p < 0.001). This
signifies that both interventions had a significantly high impact
on total multidimensional anxiety and its subcomponents
compared to the control group.

Conclusion

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of attachment-
based intervention and CBT on the dimensions of
multidimensional anxiety in children with separation anxiety
disorder. The findings regarding the efficacy of the attachment-
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based intervention on the dimensions of multidimensional
anxiety are consistent with previous research (3, 25, 28), which
concluded that this attachment-based intervention improves the
dimensions of multidimensional anxiety in children with
separation anxiety disorder. This finding can be explained by
the fact that in the attachment-based intervention, the mother
learns to trust her feelings and specific response style and to
control her anxiety and internal encouragement in how to deal
with the child's behaviors. This reduces anxiety in various
dimensions (26). Furthermore, the findings regarding the
effectiveness of parent training based on CBT on the
dimensions of multidimensional anxiety are consistent with
previous research (4, 11, 18), which has shown that CBT leads
to improved dimensions of multidimensional anxiety in
children with separation anxiety disorder. These findings can
be explained by the fact that appropriate training and
management of parents' thoughts, emotions, and behaviors play
a significant role in reducing the dimensions of
multidimensional anxiety in children. In addition, increasing
parents' awareness of mother-child interaction patterns also
significantly impacted the reduction of anxiety levels. These
results highlight the importance of educational interventions in
strengthening emotional relationships and parental skills to
support children's mental health (17, 19, 23).

This study faced limitations that should be considered. The
results may not be generalizable to other groups, and it is
suggested that future research be conducted in more diverse
populations and examine the role of fathers. Also, the lack of
control over intervening variables and the passive nature of the
control group affect the specification of results; therefore, the
use of active control groups is recommended. In addition, using
more objective tools and longitudinal studies to measure
sustained effects is essential. Finally, parent training in
strengthening secure attachment is suggested as part of
preventive programs in schools, as combining this method with
cognitive-behavioral approaches for children with high levels
of anxiety can lead to better results. Families and school
officials are advised to consult a child psychologist in the early
stages of separation anxiety symptoms to prevent negative
consequences through accurate assessment and appropriate
treatment planning. This combined approach can lead to
significant improvements in managing children's anxiety.
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1. Pervasive developmental disorder
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6. Frequency of dangerous incidents
7. List of security signs
8. Validity

9. Reliability
10.The Multidimensional anxiety scale for children (MASC)
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1. Separation anxiety assessment scale— parent version (SAAS-P)
2. Fear of being alone

3. Fear of abandonment

4. Fear of physical disease

5.Worry about dangerous events
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5. Confrontation

6. Muscle relaxation
7. Role playing

8. Modeling
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1. Social anxiety

2. Separation anxiety
3. Avoiding damage
4. Physical symptoms
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