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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of play therapy in reducing
social anxiety and its components among children aged 9-11 with autism
spectrum disorder. This applied, quasi-experimental study employed a
pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical population
consisted of children aged 9-11 diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder in
Sari, from whom 30 participants were selected through simple random
sampling and assigned to experimental and control groups. The experimental
group received 16 sessions of play therapy (45 minutes each), while the
control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Jarbak
Social Anxiety Questionnaire (1996) and analyzed through analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) using SPSS version 24. ANCOVA results indicated
that play therapy had a statistically significant effect on reducing fear of open
spaces (F=58.33, p<0.001), separation anxiety (F=146.61, p<0.001), fear of
physical harm (F=138.57, p<0.001), social fear (F=195.99, p<0.001), and
general anxiety (F=57.43, p<0.001) in children with autism spectrum
disorder. The findings demonstrate that a structured play therapy program can
effectively reduce social anxiety in children with autism spectrum disorder
and facilitate their readiness for social participation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by persistent deficits in
social communication and interaction, along with restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or
activities. These core features significantly interfere with children’s adaptive functioning and psychosocial
development, particularly during middle childhood when social demands increase and peer relationships
become more complex (Ganji, 2017; Nikbakht, 2019). Children with ASD often experience substantial
difficulties in interpreting social cues, engaging in reciprocal interactions, and regulating emotional responses,
which place them at heightened risk for developing anxiety-related problems.

Among the various comorbid conditions associated with ASD, anxiety disorders—especially social anxiety—
are among the most prevalent and debilitating. Social anxiety in children with ASD manifests as excessive fear
of social evaluation, avoidance of social situations, and heightened distress in unfamiliar or interactive contexts
(Arab, 2019). Empirical evidence indicates that anxiety not only exacerbates the core symptoms of ASD but
also limits children’s participation in educational and social environments, thereby reducing their overall
quality of life (Wethinton et al., 2018). This issue is particularly salient in children aged 9-11 years, a
developmental stage marked by increased social awareness, exposure to peer comparison, and growing
expectations for independent social functioning (Landa, 2017).

Conventional verbal-based psychotherapeutic approaches often face limitations when applied to children with
ASD due to deficits in expressive language, abstract reasoning, and emotional insight (Nikbakht, 2019).
Consequently, developmentally appropriate, non-verbal, and experience-based interventions have gained
increasing attention. Play therapy has emerged as a prominent child-centered approach that aligns with the
developmental needs of children by using play as a primary medium for communication, emotional expression,
and relational engagement (Landreth et al., 2009; Ray, 2014). Through symbolic and interactive play,
children are able to externalize internal conflicts, rehearse social roles, and experiment with new patterns of
behavior in a safe and supportive environment (Porter et al., 2017).

The theoretical foundations of play therapy emphasize the therapeutic relationship, emotional safety, and the
child’s intrinsic capacity for growth and self-regulation. For children with ASD, play therapy offers unique
advantages by minimizing reliance on verbal skills while promoting emotional regulation, social engagement,
and adaptive coping strategies (Saber, 2021). Prior research has demonstrated that play-based interventions
can enhance social competence, reduce avoidance behaviors, and improve emotional adjustment in children
with ASD (Charlop & Lang, 2018; Silveria- Zaldivar et al., 2023).

Empirical studies conducted in both clinical and educational settings have provided evidence supporting the
effectiveness of play therapy in reducing anxiety and improving social functioning among children with ASD.
For instance, puppet-based and cognitive-behavioral play therapy approaches have been shown to significantly
decrease social anxiety symptoms and increase peer interaction (Beiraminia, 2017; Kakavandi, 2018). The
use of symbolic tools such as puppets facilitates indirect communication and emotional distancing, which can
be particularly beneficial for children who experience discomfort in direct interpersonal exchanges (Lawver,
2018).

Recent international research has further expanded the scope of play therapy by exploring innovative formats
such as outdoor child-centered play therapy and structured “learning through play” programs implemented in
special education settings. These studies highlight the potential of play-based interventions to reduce anxiety,
enhance emotional regulation, and foster social participation among children with special needs (Wadley &
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Stagnitti, 2024; Walker & Ray, 2024). Moreover, systematic reviews have indicated that various forms of
play therapy, including sandplay therapy, contribute to improvements in social communication and reductions
in anxiety-related symptoms in children with ASD (Yuxi et al., 2024).

Despite the growing body of evidence, there remains a relative scarcity of controlled experimental studies
focusing specifically on the multidimensional components of social anxiety in children with ASD within the
age range of 9-11 years, particularly in non-Western cultural dxssxsdcontexts. Addressing this gap is essential
for developing culturally responsive and developmentally appropriate intervention models.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied, quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest control group structure.
The statistical population consisted of children aged 9—11 years diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder
and residing in the city of Sari. A total of 30 participants were selected through simple random sampling and
randomly assigned to either an experimental group (n = 15) or a control group (n = 15).

Prior to the intervention, both groups completed a standardized social anxiety assessment as a pretest. The
experimental group then participated in a structured play therapy program consisting of 16 sessions, each
lasting 45 minutes. The intervention included a range of child-centered play activities designed to promote
emotional expression, social interaction, and self-regulation. The control group did not receive any therapeutic
intervention during this period.

Following the completion of the intervention, both groups completed the social anxiety assessment as a
posttest. Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to control for pretest scores and examine
between-group differences in posttest outcomes.

Findings

The results of the analysis of covariance revealed statistically significant differences between the experimental
and control groups on all measured components of social anxiety. After controlling for pretest scores, the
experimental group demonstrated significantly lower levels of fear of open spaces, separation anxiety, fear of
physical harm, social fear, and general anxiety in the posttest compared to the control group.

Specifically, play therapy produced a strong reduction in fear of open spaces, as indicated by a large F-value
and a highly significant p-level. Similarly, separation anxiety showed a substantial decrease in the experimental
group relative to the control group. Significant reductions were also observed in fear of physical harm and
social fear, suggesting that the intervention effectively addressed both situational and interpersonal dimensions
of anxiety. Additionally, general anxiety levels were significantly lower in the experimental group at posttest,
indicating a broad impact of play therapy on overall anxiety rather than a limited effect on isolated symptoms.
These findings collectively demonstrate that the play therapy intervention was effective in reducing multiple
dimensions of social anxiety among children with ASD.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that play therapy is an effective intervention for reducing social
anxiety and its associated components in children aged 9-11 years with Autism Spectrum Disorder. The
observed reductions across multiple anxiety domains suggest that play therapy exerts a comprehensive
therapeutic effect rather than targeting a single aspect of anxiety.

One plausible explanation for these outcomes lies in the experiential and symbolic nature of play therapy,
which allows children to process anxiety-provoking situations in a non-threatening context. By engaging in
play, children are able to gain a sense of control, rehearse social interactions, and regulate emotional responses
without the pressure of direct verbal expression. The therapeutic relationship established during play sessions
further contributes to emotional security and promotes adaptive coping.

The reduction in social fear and separation anxiety highlights the role of play therapy in enhancing emotional
attachment, self-confidence, and tolerance of social situations. Moreover, the decrease in general anxiety
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suggests that improvements in emotional regulation may generalize beyond specific social contexts, leading
to broader psychological benefits.

Overall, the results underscore the value of incorporating play therapy into intervention programs for children
with ASD, particularly for those experiencing elevated levels of social anxiety. Implementing structured play
therapy programs in clinical, educational, and rehabilitation settings may contribute to improved social
functioning, reduced anxiety, and enhanced readiness for social participation. Future applications of this
approach hold promise for supporting the emotional well-being and developmental trajectories of children with
Autism Spectrum Disorder.
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