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ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Background and Purpose: Psychological distress and difficulties in interpersonal interaction are

Sand play therapy, among primary challenges faced by orphaned children, potentially exerting a profound impact on

psychological distress, their cognitive, social, and emotional development. Given crucial role of play-based therapeutic

interpersonal interaction, interventions in promoting psychological well-being, this study aimed to investigate the effectiveness

orphaned children of sand play therapy on psychological distress and interpersonal interaction among orphaned
children.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study was conducted using a pretest-posttest control group
design. The statistical population included orphaned children aged 7 to 10 years under the supervision
of Tehran Welfare Organization during the 2023-2024 academic year. Thirty children were selected
through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The
experimental group received eight sessions of sand play therapy, while the control group received no
intervention and stayed on the waiting list. Data was collected using the Psychological Distress Scale
(PDS; Kessler et al., 2002) and the Interpersonal Interaction Questionnaire (11Q; Kim & Mitomo,
2006), administered before and after intervention. Data were analyzed using SPSS-26 and ANCOVA
statistical tests.

Results: The findings demonstrated that sand play therapy produced a significant reduction in
psychological distress and an improvement in psychological functioning among orphaned children
(F =5.86, p < 0.01). Additionally, it significantly enhanced their interpersonal interaction (F = 8.67,

p <0.01).
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Introduction

Orphaned children, as one of the most vulnerable social groups,
are exposed to a wide range of psychological and social risks (1),
which make them more susceptible to the emergence of difficulties
such as psychological distress and disturbances in interpersonal
interactions (4).

Psychological distress is commonly defined as a general and
unpleasant mental state that is usually manifested through negative
emotions such as anxiety, depression, and mood instability (5).
This phenomenon consists of four interrelated components:
somatic, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral (6). Due to the close
relationship of these components with mental health in most
psychological disorders, lack of proper attention may result in
functional impairments and a reduction in overall quality of life for
these children (10). Moreover, the absence of parental presence
and the limited opportunities to learn and practice healthy
interpersonal relationships among orphaned children can lead to
social isolation, difficulties in adaptation, diminished self-
confidence, and behavioral problems arising from challenges in
interpersonal interactions (15).

Interpersonal interaction refers to a set of processes of
emotional, verbal, and nonverbal exchange between individuals,
which are formed in the context of family, friendships, and social
groups (12). These processes play a fundamental role in shaping
the social temperament and emotional development of the child
(14). Sand play therapy, as a nonverbal therapeutic approach using
sand and miniature figures, provides the child with an opportunity
to symbolically express and process inner emotions and conflicts
(19). A growing body of research has demonstrated that this
intervention can reduce symptoms of depression, anxiety,
impulsivity, and behavioral difficulties in children (22,24), and it
has also been found effective in improving communication deficits
and promoting social adjustment (3,25). Considering the
increasing number of orphaned children and the profound
psychological consequences of this condition (26), the need for
non-pharmacological and creative interventions that target both
psychological functioning and interpersonal relationships has
become increasingly evident (3). Based on these considerations,
the present study was designed to examine the effectiveness of
sand play therapy on psychological distress and interpersonal
interaction among orphaned children.

Vol. 12, No. 3, Fall 2025

Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test—
post-test and a control group. The statistical population consisted
of orphaned children aged 7 to 10 years who were under the
supervision of the Welfare Organization of Tehran Province during
2023-2024. Thirty children were selected through convenience
sampling using G*POWER software (28) and randomly assigned
to experimental and control groups (15 children in each group).
The experimental group received eight sessions of sand play
therapy, while the control group received no intervention and
stayed on the waiting list. Inclusion criteria included the consent
of the sample to participate in the study and the absence of
concurrent participation in other similar treatment programs.
Exclusion criteria included failure to consistently participate in
intervention sessions, withdrawal from treatment, or the child's
lack of full cooperation in the study. The final sample formed 14
girls and 16 boys, of whom 26.67% were seven years old, 20%
were eight years old, 30% were nine years old, and 23.33% were
ten years old. For data collection, the Iranian standardized versions
of the Psychological Distress Scale (PDS) (29-34) and the
Interpersonal Interaction Questionnaire (11Q) (35-37) were used.
The intervention consisted of structured sand play therapy,
originally introduced by Dora Kalff and adapted from the practical
model of Jerry Grubbs (38). Following the pre-test, the
experimental group received eight one-hour individual sessions,
delivered twice weekly, at the welfare centers of Tehran Province.
During this period, the control group was placed on a waiting list
and received no intervention. After completing the intervention,
the questionnaires were re-administered to both groups as post-
tests. To ensure ethical compliance, full informed consent was
obtained, and participants were thoroughly informed about the
objectives and procedures of the intervention. Finally, data
analysis was performed using univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) with SPSS-26.

Results

Means and standard deviations of pre-test and post-test scores
for the study variables, along with the results of the Shapiro—
Wilk test for assessing normality of distributions in the
experimental and control groups, are presented in Table 1.
According to this table, the Shapiro-Wilk test was not
significant for any of the variables (p > 0.05), indicating that
the distributions of the variables were normal.

Tabe 1. Descriptive statistics of study variables in experimental and control groups

' S-W

Variable Stage Group M SD ST S
Pre-test EX%eor:]rtr;(e)rl]tal 26.86 8.40 0.918 0.180
Experimental 25.47 9.30 0.884 0.054
psychological distress Post-test Control 18.34 8.04 0.965 0.778
Experimental 26.34 10.05 0.964 0.763
Pre-test Control >57.40 11.50 0.915 0.163
interaction interpersonal Experimental S0 Lozl 0.901 0.099
Post-test Control 65.66 14.32 0.926 0.238
57.20 13.47 0.908 0.127

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, S-W: Shapiro-Wilk, Sig = Significant
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Descriptive findings revealed that the mean score of
psychological distress decreased in the experimental group
following the intervention, while the mean score of
interpersonal interaction increased. In the control group,
however, these scores remained unchanged. To examine the
effect of sand play therapy on psychological distress and
interpersonal interaction, a univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was conducted after verifying that all statistical
assumptions were satisfied.

The results of the ANCOVA for psychological distress
showed that the F statistic for this variable was 5.86, which was
significant at the 0.001 level. This indicates a significant
difference between the experimental and control groups in
terms of psychological distress. The calculated eta squared (1)
demonstrated that group membership accounted for 18% of the
variance in psychological distress. Furthermore, the adjusted
post-test mean for the experimental group was 18.25, compared
to 26.42 for the control group, and this difference was
statistically significant at the 0.001 level. These findings
suggest that sand play therapy effectively reduced
psychological distress among orphaned children. The results of
the ANCOVA for interpersonal interaction further revealed that
the F statistic was 8.67, which was significant at the 0.001 level.
This demonstrates a significant difference between the two
groups in interpersonal interaction. The eta squared (1?) value
showed that group membership explained 24% of the variance
in interpersonal interaction. The adjusted post-test mean for the
experimental group was 65.57, whereas that for the control
group was 57.30, with the difference being statistically
significant at the 0.001 level. These results indicate that sand
play therapy significantly improved interpersonal interaction
among orphaned children.

Conclusion
The present study was conducted to examine the effectiveness
of sand play therapy on psychological distress and interpersonal
interaction in orphaned children. The results indicated a
significant difference between the experimental and control
groups in both variables. Findings showed that sand play
therapy was effective in reducing psychological distress, which
is consistent with previous studies (22,24). In explaining these
results, it can be argued that sand play, through the creation of
diverse stories, helps children with mental reconstruction,
emotional discharge, role understanding, and emotion
regulation. This process enhances insight into the causes of
behaviors and promotes responsibility, which is a key
component in reducing psychological distress and fostering
mental health (24).

The findings also demonstrated that sand play therapy was
effective in improving interpersonal interaction, aligning with
prior research (3,25). It can be explained that the experiences
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generated during sand play provide children with opportunities
for creative, pressure-free expression of thoughts and emotions,
as well as improved understanding of their environment and
interactions, thereby facilitating the development of
communication skills (25). The nonverbal, flexible, and play-
based nature of sand play therapy makes it particularly suitable
for vulnerable children and fills important gaps in the domain
of child psychotherapy interventions. Alongside other
convergent studies, it may contribute to the development of an
integrated and multidimensional model of nonverbal, child-
centered therapy. The study limitations included a small sample
size, lack of gender differentiation, and absence of comparison
with other intervention methods. Future research is
recommended to employ stratified sampling based on age and
gender, as well as multi-group experimental designs.
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1. Psychological Distress Scale (K10)

2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

3. Structured clinical interview (SCID)

4. Receiver Operating Characteristic analysis (ROC)
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5. Jungian Theory
6. Self
7. Ego

1. Dora Kalff

2. Psychoanalytic Theory
3. Humanistic Perspectives
4. Self-efficiency
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