Quarterly Journal of
Child Mental Health Vol. 11, No. 3, Fall 2024

Research Paper
The effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy on the mental health of children and
adolescents with autism spectrum disorder: a systematic review

Zahra Kazerounian!'=', Reza Rostami*?
1. M.A. in Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Educational Sciences and Psychology, University of Tehran, Iran
2. Professor, Department of Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Educational Sciences and Psychology, University of Tehran, Iran

Citation: Kazerounian Z, Rostami R. The effectiveness of cognitive
behavioral therapy on the mental health of children and adolescents with
autism spectrum disorder: a systematic review. j child ment health. 2024;

11 (3):17-34. CrossMark 7,,/‘
URL.: http://childmentalhealth.ir/article-1-1450-en.html d.110.61186/jcmh.11.3.3
ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Background and Purpose: Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex neurodevelopmental
Cognitive behavioral condition that affects children's relationships, behaviors, and social interactions. Children with ASD
therapy, often face mental health challenges such as anxiety and depression, which can significantly affect
mental health, their quality of life and daily functioning. This study aimed to find the effectiveness of cognitive-
children and adolescents, behavioral therapy (CBT) on the mental health of children and adolescents with ASD through a
autism spectrum systematic review of existing research.

disorder, Method: Through a systematic review, all relevant studies were selected based on keywords
systematic review including autism spectrum disorder, cognitive-behavioral therapy, anxiety, depression, mental health,

children, and adolescents. The studies were retrieved from international databases such as Google
Scholar, PubMed, ProQuest, Embase, PsycINFO, and Scopus, covering the period from September
2009 to August 2024. A total of 894 English-language articles were assessed by the researchers based
on inclusion criteria and quality evaluation using the PRISMA framework. After the final qualitative
evaluation, twenty-seven studies were selected for review to address the research questions.
Results: Among 894 studies on the effectiveness of CBT on the mental health of children and
adolescents with ASD, twenty-seven studies involving 625 children and adolescents from various
countries were reviewed. The results showed that CBT is particularly effective in reducing anxiety
symptoms and improving quality of life. Additionally, it helps address issues such as insomnia and
obsessive behaviors. These findings highlight the success of CBT in managing mental health
challenges on an international level.
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Introduction

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is one of the most prevalent
neurodevelopmental disorders, significantly affecting various
aspects of children's lives, including social relationships,
behaviors, and mental health (1). Symptoms of ASD typically
manifest in early childhood, though their severity and nature
may evolve with age (2, 3). Early signs often include
difficulties with keeping eye contact, responding to their name,
and delays in speech development during infancy and early
childhood (4, 5).

Recognizing and embracing the individual differences of
children with ASD not only aids them in adapting to their
environment but also enables families and society to provide
the necessary support to unlock their potential (15).
Psychological interventions for children with ASD are crucial,
as these approaches improve their social, communicative, and
behavioral functioning, directly enhancing the quality of life for
both the children and their parents (16, 17). Cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT) is a particularly effective
psychotherapeutic approach employed to help children with
ASD, especially those experiencing anxiety, depression, and
behavioral challenges (18). This therapeutic method focuses on
finding and altering negative thoughts and maladaptive
behavioral patterns, equipping children with the skills to
manage emotions, anxiety, and stress effectively (19, 20).

In Iran, interventions, and support programs for children with
ASD have centered on educating and supporting mothers, often
neglecting the psychological needs of the children themselves
(23). While parental involvement is crucial, it alone cannot
address the complex psychological and behavioral challenges
faced by children with ASD (24). These children often grapple
with intricate psychological issues such as anxiety, depression,
emotional regulation difficulties, and problematic behaviors,
needing specialized, child-focused interventions (30, 31).
Given the significance of psychological interventions in
mitigating the behavioral, social, and mental health challenges
associated with ASD, this study aims to systematically review
the effectiveness of CBT in improving the mental health of
children and adolescents with ASD.

Method

The present study is a systematic review conducted using the
PRISMA framework (28) to analyze research findings related
to the effectiveness of CBT on the mental health of children
with ASD. In this study, specialized keywords, including
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autism spectrum disorder (ASD), cognitive-behavioral therapy
(CBT), anxiety, depression, mental health, children, and
adolescents, were searched in English databases such as Google
Scholar, PubMed, ProQuest, Embase, PsycINFO, and Scopus,
covering the period from September 2009 to August 2024.
Research articles were purposefully selected based on inclusion
criteria (relevance to the research objective, having a structured
research framework, and publication in a scientific journal) and
exclusion criteria (unavailability of full text, letters to the
editor, lack of abstract, irrelevant outcomes, low quality, and
inaccurate reporting).

All articles retrieved from the specified databases were
evaluated using specialized keywords to figure out the
effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy on the mental
health of children and adolescents with ASD. To further ensure
the quality of articles, after excluding unrelated studies and
selecting relevant articles, the reference lists of the chosen
articles were also reviewed to increase the likelihood of finding
and evaluating all available research. Two researchers
independently analyzed the content of each of the 27 articles.
Furthermore, the authors independently reviewed each article
and then entered the data related to each article into a content
analysis form. To resolve any potential disagreements, the
inclusion criteria were emphasized during the analysis process,
ensuring that studies related to the effectiveness of
psychological interventions in treating children and adolescents
with chronic pain were included in the analysis process.

The quality of the articles was assessed using a checklist,
which included the alignment of the article structure with the
research type, the research objective, the research population,
the sample selection process, data collection tools, data analysis
using relevant and appropriate statistical tests, clarity of
inclusion and exclusion criteria, ethical considerations, and
findings presented in line with the research objectives and
discussions referencing related research findings (29).
According to the criteria provided for quantitative (6 criteria),
qualitative (11 criteria), quasi-experimental (8 criteria), and
experimental (7 criteria) studies, articles were evaluated on a
two-point scale (0 and 1). The cutoff point for excluding
articles was a score of 4 or lower for quantitative studies, 6 or
lower for experimental and quasi-experimental studies, and 8
or lower for qualitative studies. Of the 894 articles related to
figuring out the effectiveness of CBT on the mental health of
children and adolescents with ASD, 27 fully relevant articles
were ultimately included in the study and thoroughly and
accurately evaluated (Figure 1).
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Results

Out of 894 articles on the effectiveness of CBT on the mental
health of children and adolescents with ASD, 27 studies were
ultimately reviewed. These studies included a population of
625 children and adolescents with ASD from various countries.
Of the reviewed studies, 15 were conducted in the United States
(with a population of 458 children and adolescents), 4 in
Canada (with a population of 104), 2 in Denmark (with a
population of 16), and 6 in other countries (Singapore,
Australia, and the Netherlands). These studies examined
various aspects of CBT’s impact, including its effects on
anxiety, sleep, and obsessive behaviors in children and
adolescents with ASD. The findings reflect widespread
attention to the application of CBT in managing anxiety and
other psychological challenges in children and adolescents with
ASD on an international scale.

Among the twenty-seven reviewed studies, the findings
highlighted CBT's success in reducing anxiety symptoms and
improving quality of life. Most of these studies focused on the
effects of CBT on anxiety, reporting significant improvements
in anxiety levels among children. For example, multiple studies
from the United States and Canada showed that CBT
significantly reduced anxiety symptoms, with sustained
improvements seen in both short-term and long-term follow-
ups. The studies also revealed that CBT effectively addressed
issues such as insomnia, obsessive behaviors, and behavioral
problems in children and adolescents with ASD. Specifically,
functional behavior-based CBT and group therapies were found
to be effective in reducing obsessive behaviors and improving
sleep quality. Furthermore, the effectiveness of CBT in
addressing different age groups and comorbid conditions, such
as attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), was
emphasized.
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The results of these studies underscore the global focus on
using CBT to manage psychological symptoms. Countries like
the United States, Canada, and Denmark have made significant
advancements in applying this therapeutic approach to children
and adolescents with ASD, as shown by many studies and
publications. Collectively, these studies effectively show that
CBT can be considered an effective therapeutic possibility for
addressing a range of psychological challenges in children with
ASD on a global level.

Conclusion

This study aimed to systematically review the effectiveness of
CBT on the mental health of children and adolescents with
ASD. The review analyzed findings from many studies that
examined the effects of CBT on psychological and behavioral
challenges associated with ASD. Results from the reviewed
studies (1, 7) show that CBT significantly improves mental
health and reduces symptoms of anxiety, depression, stress, and
social isolation in children and adolescents with ASD. The
findings of this review suggest that CBT can lead to substantial
improvements in the psychological well-being of this group.
This therapy not only reduces anxiety and enhances their social
and academic performance but also positively affects their
quality of life and coping skills (18, 20).

CBT helps improve the mental health of children and
adolescents with ASD (31). This method reduces anxiety and
depression by teaching tools and skills to manage negative
thoughts, unpleasant emotions, and problematic behaviors,
giving children a more positive feeling of themselves and their
environment (23). Additionally, emotional regulation
techniques such as deep breathing and cognitive restructuring
enhance their ability to manage emotions like anger and
anxiety. Practical exercises and role-playing activities in CBT
improve children’s social skills and reduce isolation (30).
Furthermore, increased self-esteem and self-efficacy instill
greater confidence in their abilities, enabling them to succeed
in new situations. Overall, CBT enhances social interactions,
adaptability to the environment, and quality of life for children
with ASD (24).
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Due to limitations in the number and diversity of the reviewed
studies, this research cannot comprehensively address all
aspects of CBT for children with ASD. Factors such as the
severity of ASD and comorbid conditions were not evaluated
in the reviewed studies, which should be a focus of future
research. Additionally, most studies included small and short-
term samples, which may affect the generalizability of the
results. Therefore, it is recommended that future research
focuses on larger and longer-term studies, as well as examining
the impact of CBT on different age groups and various
comorbid conditions, to better understand the effectiveness and
applications of this therapy.
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