Quarterly Journal of
Child Mental Health Vol. 12, No. 4, Winter 2026

Research Paper
Meta-analysis of psychological interventions on reducing symptoms of separation anxiety
disorder in Iranian children

Fatemeh Bita! "', Farideh Sadat Hossieni*
1. Ph.D. Student of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities, Persian Gulf University, Bushehr, Iran
2. Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities, Persian Gulf University, Bushehr, Iran

Citation: Bita F, Hossieni FS. Meta-analysis of psychological

interventions on reducing symptoms of separation anxiety disorder in -'il'"ﬁ A -
Iranian children. J Child Ment Health. 2026; 12 (4):67-83. o] Atk Y |
: - CrossMark _

URL: http://childmentalhealth.ir/article-1-1480-en.html @)10.61882/jcmh.12.4.5

ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Background and Purpose: Separation anxiety disorder is one of the most common psychological
Child, disorders in childhood. Due to its high prevalence and significant impact on children’s functioning,
meta-analysis, addressing this disorder is of critical importance. However, the effectiveness of various psychological
psychological treatments, interventions for children with separation anxiety disorder is still unclear. Therefore, the present
separation anxiety study aimed to meta-analytically examine existing psychological interventions designed to reduce

symptoms of separation anxiety disorder in Iranian children.

Method: This study employed a meta-analytic research design. The statistical population consisted
of all Iranian studies on psychological interventions for separation anxiety disorder published
between 2008 and 2013. Relevant articles were retrieved from national databases, including SID,
Magiran, IranDoc, Civilica, RICEST, Noor Mags, and Ensani.ir. Based on the inclusion criteria and
using a standardized data extraction checklist, 48 studies were selected for analysis. Statistical
analyses were conducted using Comprehensive Meta-Analysis software (CMA, version 3).

Results: The findings showed that psychological interventions proved a substantial overall effect on
childhood separation anxiety disorder. The mean effect size for psychological treatments was 1.29.
Among the interventions, cognitive-behavioral therapies showed the highest effectiveness, with an
effect size of 1.96. Furthermore, child—parent interventions yielded a higher average effect size
compared to child-only or parent-only interventions.

Conclusion: The results support the effectiveness of psychological interventions, particularly
cognitive-behavioral therapy, in reducing symptoms of separation anxiety disorder in children. These
findings suggest that psychological treatments may be applied either independently or in combination
to treat this disorder. It is recommended that the choice of treatment and intervention programs
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Introduction

Separation Anxiety Disorder (SAD) is one of the most common
psychological disorders in childhood. The primary
characteristic of SAD is excessive fear and worry about
separation from home or attachment figures. The fear, anxiety,
or avoidance is persistent, lasting at least 4 weeks, and causes
clinically significant distress and impairment in social
functioning (1). The overall prevalence of this disorder in Iran
is 5.3%. The high prevalence of SAD in Iran within the 6-9-
year age range underscores the need for early diagnosis and the
implementation of targeted screening programs during
childhood and adolescence (3). Given the clinical significance
of this disorder, various treatments for SAD in children have
been proposed, including Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy
(CBT) (4), Non-Directive Play Therapy (5), Group Play
Therapy (6), and Narrative Therapy (7). Despite the
considerable volume of research conducted in lIran, each
examining the effectiveness of one or more therapeutic
methods, the findings of these studies are highly scattered (27-
70). This dispersion makes it challenging for researchers to
draw definitive conclusions, compare findings, and select
specific treatment methods. Therefore, the present study aimed
to decide the effectiveness of therapeutic interventions for SAD
based on research conducted in Iran. Specifically, this study
looked to address the following questions: Which treatment
approach is most effective in reducing SAD symptoms? Among
child-focused, parent-focused, and parent-child interventions,
which shows greater effectiveness in reducing SAD symptoms?

Method

This study employed meta-analytic research design. The
statistical population included all Iranian articles on
psychological interventions for separation anxiety disorder
published between 2008 and 2013. Articles were retrieved from
national databases in Iran, including SID, Magiran, IranDoc,
Civilica, RICEST, NoorMags, and Ensani.ir. To find relevant
articles, the Persian equivalent of the keywords “emotional
disorders,” “separation anxiety,” ‘“effectiveness,” and
“psychotherapy” were searched in titles and abstracts. The
inclusion criteria were as follows: (a) studies in which
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participants were aged 2-12 years, (b) studies employing an
experimental design, (c) studies reporting effect sizes or
providing sufficient indices for effect size calculation, (d)
studies accessible online, and (e) studies focusing on examining
the effectiveness of treatment methods for separation anxiety.
Exclusion criteria included: (a) non-experimental research, (b)
experimental studies without a control group, and (c) studies
with significant methodological weaknesses. Consequently, out
of 413 articles, 48 articles were selected. A standardized meta-
analysis checklist was used to collect information, ensure
adherence to inclusion criteria, and extract data from each
article. The stages of this meta-analysis followed Cohen’s
meta-analytic framework (31): defining research variables,
conducting systematic database searches, reviewing articles,
calculating effect sizes for individual studies, and computing
the combined effect size. To analyze the primary studies, the
following statistical procedures were employed: effect size
calculation for each intervention, combined effect size
estimation using both fixed-effect and random-effects models,
Funnel plots analysis, sensitivity analysis, homogeneity testing,
and calculation of the 12 statistic. Data analysis was performed
using Comprehensive Meta-Analysis Software (CMA-version
3). Effect sizes were calculated using Cohen’s d under the
random-effects model. Additionally, Funnel plots analysis and
sensitivity analysis were conducted to assess publication bias.

Results

The effect sizes (Cohen’s d) across the included studies ranged
from 0.26 to 6.40. Eight studies yielded non-significant effect
sizes. The largest effect size was associated with cognitive-
behavioral therapy, while the smallest effect sizes were seen for
positive parenting training interventions and group
bibliotherapy. Sensitivity analyses were conducted to find
potentially inappropriate effect sizes included in the meta-
analysis. Funnel plot analyses were also performed to examine
outliers and assess potential publication bias (31). Thirteen
studies showed effect sizes exceeding an absolute value of 2.5;
these studies, along with studies reporting extremely low effect
sizes, were excluded from the final analysis. After excluding
these studies, all remaining effect sizes ranged from 0.33 to
2.32. The overall meta-analytic results for all psychological
interventions are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Meta-analysis of combined effect sizes of therapeutic interventions on separation anxiety

0,
Model Total number of studies Effect size SE Variance 2300 z P value Q value df
Lower Upper value
Fixed 35 1.27 0.06 0.005 1.13 1.40 18.77 0.0001 58.68 34
Random 35 1.29 0.09 0.008 111 147 14.35 0.0001 )

Note: SE= standard error, CI = confidence interval, Z = test of the overall effect, Q = Cochran’s Q statistic, df = degrees of freedom.

Results are reported for both fixed-effect and random-effects models.

As presented in Table 1, the pooled effect size for
psychological treatments targeting children with separation
anxiety disorder was d = 1.27 under the fixed-effect model and
d = 1.29 under the random-effects model. Both estimates were
statistically significant (p < .001) .Heterogeneity among the
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included studies was assessed using Cochran’s Q statistic and
the 12 index. The Q statistic for the 35 effect sizes (df = 34) was
58.68, which reached statistical significance (p <.01), showing
effect size variability exceeding that attributable to sampling
error alone. The |2 statistic revealed that 42.06% of the total
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variance across studies reflected true heterogeneity rather than
random variation. According to the classification criteria
proposed by Higgins et al. (31), this value is a low to moderate
level of heterogeneity. Given the presence of heterogeneity, the
pooled effect size derived from the random-effects model (d =

1.29) was adopted as the primary estimate for this meta-
analysis. The included studies were classified into 11 categories
according to intervention type. Effect sizes for each
intervention category are presented in Table 2.

Table 2: combined effect sizes related to the effect of therapeutic interventions on separation anxiety

95% confidence

. . Total number Effect Standard . g VA P Q df

Subgroup of interventions - " Variance interval

of studies size error value value value
Lower Upper

Third wave interventions 3 1.22 0.22 0.05 0.78 1.66 5.45 0.0001 3.55 2
Cognitive behavior therapy 3 1.95 0.22 0.04 1.52 2.38 8.88 0.0001 0/19 2
Attachment-based therapy 5 1.37 0.22 0.05 0.93 1.81 6.10 0.0001 6.23 4
Child-Parent relationship therapy 4 1.54 0.21 0.04 1.12 1.96 7.17 0.0001 4.19 3
Play Therapy 6 112 0.16 0.02 0.79 1.45 6.68 0.0001 4.27 5)
Painting Therapy 3 1.14 0.22 0.05 0.69 1.58 5.06 0.0001 0.13 2
Story Therapy 4 1.30 0.21 0.04 0.88 171 6.15 0.0001 3.85 3
Child training 3 0.69 0.19 0.03 0.32 1.07 3.61 0.0001 1.12 2
Parent training 1 1.79 0.30 0.09 1.19 2.39 5.87 0.0001 0.0001 0
Parent-child play and interaction 2 1.21 0.28 0.07 0.66 1.76 4.34 0.0001 2.88 1
Cognitive Rehabilitation Training 1 1.78 0.43 0.18 0.93 2.62 4,13 0.0001 0.0001 0

Note. Effect sizes are reported as Cohen’s d. Variance and standard error correspond to the pooled effect size estimates for each
subgroup. All subgroup meta-analyses were conducted using a random-effects model. Subgroups including a single study (df = 0) do
not provide estimates of within-subgroup heterogeneity, and the corresponding effect sizes should be interpreted with caution.

The average effect size of cognitive-behavioral interventions
is 1.95, which is larger than other interventions. Therefore,
cognitive-behavioral therapies are more effective than other
interventions in reducing symptoms of separation anxiety
disorder. Also, based on the interventions performed on parents
or children, the studies were divided into three groups: child-
parent (both parents and children were involved in the
treatment sessions), child only (treatment targets only the
child), and parent only (treatment targets the parents of the
child). The effect sizes for these groups were 1.57, 1.14, and
1.49, respectively. The effect size of parent-child interventions
is larger than the other interventions.

Conclusion

This study aimed to meta-analyze the effectiveness of
psychological interventions in reducing SAD symptoms in
children. The interventions examined across the included
studies encompassed attachment-based therapies, interventions
focused on improving parent—child interactions and family
functioning, third-wave therapies such as Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy, CBT. The pooled effect size across all
primary studies was 1.29, showing a substantial overall effect
of psychological treatments on reducing symptoms of SAD.
This finding is consistent with earlier research (17), which
reported a pooled effect size ranging from 0.98 to 1.41 for
psychological interventions targeting SAD .Among the
intervention types, CBT showed the largest effect size (1.95),
suggesting greater efficacy compared to other therapeutic
approaches. This result aligns with prior meta-analyses (17, 20,
21), which have consistently shown that CBT is effective in
reducing SAD symptoms and is considered the gold-standard
treatment for this disorder (2). In addition, the present
meta-analysis showed that interventions involving both the

child and parents produced larger effects than child-only or
parent-only interventions. This finding is consistent with earlier
studies emphasizing the importance of parental involvement in
the treatment of childhood separation anxiety (14,15).

Overall, the findings show that a wide range of therapeutic and
psychoeducational interventions have been employed to reduce
separation anxiety symptoms in children, and that all
intervention types included in this meta-analysis proved
statistically significant and clinically meaningful effects. So,
interventions may be delivered to children alone, parents alone,
or through combined child—parent approaches. When selecting
a treatment or intervention program, several factors should be
considered to improve outcomes, including the intervention’s
proved efficacy, the child’s age, the presence of comorbid
disorders, family context, psychological and social functioning,
treatment costs, and patient preferences.

Despite these findings, the results should be interpreted
considering several limitations inherent to meta-analytic
research. In most of the included studies, effect sizes were
calculated based solely on post-treatment symptom
improvement, with limited information about symptom
severity or functional outcomes at follow-up compared to
baseline or post-treatment assessments. Moreover, anxiety
symptoms were assessed using a variety of measurement
methods, including child self-reports, parent reports, clinician
ratings, or combinations thereof, which may have contributed
to measurement variability. Future research is therefore
encouraged to report follow-up outcomes more consistently
and to examine differences in treatment effects across
informants and assessment methods. More limitations of the
present meta-analysis included restricted access to the full texts
of several studies and insufficient reporting of key statistical
data in some articles.
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11. Early Diagnosis

12. non-directive play therapy

13. group play therapy

14. narrative therapy

15. Parent—Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT)
16. The Cool Kids

17. Child—Parent

18. Parent-Only

19. Child-Only

20. Autism
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. Separation anxiety disorder

. Childhood

. Excessive Fear and Worry

. Attachment Figures

. Anticipation of Separation

. Avoidance

. Recurrent Somatic Complaints
. Clinically Significant Distress
. Social Functioning

0. Prevalence

— O 00 1N W AW —

|;fv~mwwc*'7“|¢5(=p’<mwm‘= 4 0 am]




\F ¥ ut.«..n‘) g AJLQ-::’ Y 095 LS.}; b‘}) oD MLLaJ

S 5 b aabls

et 295 ol Al (g 2 Ol pl 53 e el Gla la 5 4Ly
e STy Oleys oS oS el Sl ol 4y (g Sy 305
) geaiS 548 Gadlstlde 3l 9 Tl 5 55 ol Ol sl M
M sl Il e 2alST  pluS ST Sl b smentll

Sl 5 5

%13
4 b sy ol 03 IO WIS ,h g ey ok ()
&S ot l ok eslizal sl 3 5sy 51 OT Casle 5 Couta
analr (M) Sl 525 Sl sy il S5 S (05 s
It ol dlgy Ol b Las e o s 55 OV e Juli bl
GoolL 3 VEY BAYAY sladle )3 558 53 ol ol Ll
s Noormags Ricest Civilica drandociMagiran SID  sleMb|
laojlsddS 51l sy YW L (6l .l 054 ENsani.ir
S0l 5 sidu Sl ol O ksl (Gl b dble &Y
ain Ve 53 (6,8 Gses 0T b ki eslil ouSs 5 Olgie o

sl

3 ot e S S
K sl =FAY
B SIS Vs Do 3l ey Y
\
\7@ Sldas =IVY

c"_g;b:).sw ANV oy p o sme by dSle S sls
ST S -l Jolas 35 5 0o, o lid ) gee  Sinds SV
Q)L&S &f_| Sy L R | 03 g u:ouj"l QKJ; u\jk..é‘ UL.AK BE)

(Y0) ol odis sdmlie b Sy ol (cides 31 Ol 5o (6 ,15Lkime
ilos S ulasm D587 glir Slksl @De JLals 5o &plia
bl (V) T Slseslgls o(Y9) g Saeds Al Asle
OT s 5 (M) Sloyail oY) g,k sslis «(YA) &8T5 ,8 Wl
05,5 4w 3 adslie Cous 055 b 51 SVle ol (YS-VA)
J.S}JS:@ (Ghodins ‘)}aAng);—.Ub 9 c‘)}mdu\jb c)}aAdS;
g"m;‘ 4..:.#) BE) C)LGW\ okl rbu‘ LgLAJ';A)ﬁ S L’ (\‘:—VA)
i la3T Glaz b o tomin (sla Il e a5 (68 & s & adle s
csﬁf@ B b Js,fkh_g}:) ol au\.'.fb.g: ‘)L:mf CJ}L&IA &A)}g’}
Kee Hles Sleys s, g5 3 edlitul mes 5 Laadl awlis
G Sl osliznl b bl OT 55 bl Shags cplpls S
Ly el Ol sl ot Sleys clstlie ide 51 Ol Julowsl 3

Sy sl e ples DYl

sl =#7

Sl

\4

abn b 2005 S S 5 0u S 5 Ol e ol okl YL

&bchfbu@wa};;‘b,:fU

slds =V 7

St 3 55 0 sl Y

slas =FA

ol 3l

A4

AF e s sla M sl e ulad o gl SVl

LA S e A(:j\( Sledbl g basLT

slier=\A

S5 Bge TS Joly0 1) JCo

3. Attachment-based therapy
4. Family Therapy
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. Play therapy based on parent-child relationship
. Structural Family Therapy
. Coaching Approach Behavior and Leading by Modeling (CALM)
. Attachment based intervention using video feedback method
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1 . Time Perspective Therapy
2 . Parent management training
3 . Differentiation
4 . Positive parenting program
5 . Relaxation
6 . Cognitive Rehabilitation Training
7. Modular Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (MCBT)
8. "Coping Cat" Program
9 . Rhythmic movement games training
10 . Sand play therapy
11 . Bibliotherapy
12 . Painting Therapy
13 . International Friends program
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. Yoga
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. Resilience training

. Cognitive-Behavioral Hypnotherapy
. Training based philosophy
. Group Therapy of Psychodrama
. Assertiveness Training
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. Play Therapy on Axline Approach
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