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Abstract:

Objective: This study was designed to examine the impact of attachment-based couples therapy on
reducing separation anxiety symptoms in children aged 6 to 9 years.

Methods and Materials: The research employed a quasi-experimental method with a pre-test-post-
test design and a control group. The statistical population consisted of children aged 6 to 9 years
diagnosed with separation anxiety. Thirty children were selected through available sampling and
randomly assigned to either the experimental or control group (15 participants in each group). The
data collection tools included the Separation Anxiety Disorder Scale for Children (SAD-C), the
Spence Children's Anxiety Scale (SCAS), and semi-structured interviews. The experimental group
participated in ten sessions of attachment-based couples therapy, while the control group was placed
on a waiting list. After the intervention and one month later, both questionnaires were re-
administered to assess the effectiveness and durability of the treatment. The data were analyzed
using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS.

Findings: The results showed that after the implementation of attachment-based couples therapy,
the level of separation anxiety in children in the experimental group significantly decreased, while
no change was observed in the control group. Additionally, an analysis of various anxiety
dimensions using the SCAS indicated significant reductions in social anxiety, separation anxiety,
worry, phobia, and general anxiety in the experimental group. One-month follow-up results
indicated a relative maintenance of the treatment effects in the experimental group, although no
significant difference was found between the post-test and follow-up measurements. In contrast, the
control group did not show significant changes over time.

Conclusion: Attachment-based couples therapy, as an indirect and parent-focused intervention, can
effectively reduce separation anxiety symptoms in children aged 6 to 9 years. Implementing ten
sessions of attachment-based therapy for parents led to significant reductions not only in separation
anxiety but also in other dimensions of children's general anxiety, with this effect remaining stable
in the one-month follow-up evaluation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Separation anxiety is a common psychological disorder
in children, typically characterized by excessive fear and
worry about being separated from primary caregivers, which
can severely disrupt their daily functioning (Brumariu &
Kerns, 2010; Egger & Angold, 2006). This disorder typically
appears in early childhood, especially between the ages of 6
and 9 years, and if left untreated, it may lead to long-term
psychological and behavioral issues during adolescence and
adulthood (Compton et al., 2010; Schneider et al., 2011).
Common symptoms include persistent concerns about the
loss of caregivers, anxiety when separated from parents,
refusal to attend school, and physical symptoms such as
headaches and stomachaches (Colonnesi et al., 2011).
Therefore, timely intervention is critical for maintaining
children's psychological and social well-being.

Various treatments have been proposed to reduce
separation anxiety symptoms, with attachment-based
therapies emerging as effective and innovative interventions.
Attachment theory, initially developed by John Bowlby in
1969, emphasizes the importance of early relationships
between children and their primary caregivers, suggesting
that secure attachment leads to better emotional and
psychological development (Coan et al., 2006). Children
with secure attachments tend to have better mental health
and cope more effectively with life challenges, including
anxiety (Wang et al.,, 2025). In contrast, children with
insecure attachments are more prone to emotional disorders,
including anxiety (Brumariu & Kerns, 2010; Colonnesi et al.,
2011).

Attachment-based therapies have gained attention in
recent years for addressing separation anxiety and other
anxiety disorders in children. One such therapy is
attachment-based couples therapy, which focuses on
strengthening emotional bonds between parents and children
and creating a secure environment for the child (Diamond et

al., 2016). Studies have shown that improving attachment
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patterns within the family can significantly reduce
separation anxiety symptoms in children (Cowan & Cowan,
2019; Zolfaghari Motlagh et al., 2009). This study aims to
evaluate the effectiveness of attachment-based couples
therapy in reducing separation anxiety symptoms in children
aged 6 to 9 years.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a
pre-test/post-test approach, incorporating a control group.
The statistical population included children aged 6 to 9 years
diagnosed with separation anxiety in the educational district
2 of Tehran during the 2023-2024 school year. Thirty
children, diagnosed with prominent separation anxiety
symptoms through clinical interviews and psychologist
referrals, were selected using convenience sampling. They
were randomly assigned to the experimental (h=15) and
control (n=15) groups after obtaining written consent from
their parents.

The research tools included the Separation Anxiety
Disorder Scale for Children (SAD-C), the Spence Children's
Anxiety Scale (SCAS), and semi-structured interviews. The
experimental group participated in ten weekly sessions of
attachment-based couples therapy, whereas the control
group was placed on a waiting list. Both groups were
reassessed using the SAD-C and SCAS questionnaires
immediately after the intervention and one month later to
evaluate both the effectiveness and sustainability of the
treatment effects.

Findings

The results revealed a significant reduction in separation
anxiety symptoms in children in the experimental group
post-intervention. Statistical analysis using ANCOVA
showed significant differences between pre-test and post-test
scores for the experimental group, whereas no significant
changes were observed in the control group. Specifically,
reductions were observed in social anxiety, separation
anxiety, worry, phobias, and general anxiety in the
experimental group, measured by the SCAS. The one-month

follow-up indicated that the effects of the intervention were
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largely maintained, though there were no significant
differences between post-test and follow-up results. In
contrast, the control group exhibited minimal changes over
the course of the study.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that attachment-
based couples therapy significantly reduces separation
anxiety symptoms in children. These results are consistent
with previous studies that have reported the positive effects
of attachment-based therapies on reducing separation
anxiety and other anxiety disorders in children (Beasley &
Ager, 2019; Zolfaghari Motlagh et al., 2009). The therapy
also had a notable effect on various anxiety dimensions, such
as social anxiety, worry, and phobias, further supporting the
in

utility of attachment-focused approaches treating

childhood anxiety disorders (Diamond et al., 2016;
Schneider et al., 2011).
The one-month follow-up results suggest that the effects

of attachment-based therapy on separation anxiety are
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relatively stable, aligning with findings from other studies
that report long-term positive outcomes from attachment-
based interventions (Huber et al., 2019). This reinforces the
notion that strengthening parent-child attachment can offer
lasting benefits for children suffering from separation
anxiety.

In conclusion, attachment-based couples therapy, as a
parent-focused intervention, effectively reduces separation
anxiety symptoms in children aged 6 to 9 years. Future
research should explore the long-term effects of this
treatment and its application to other age groups and anxiety
disorders. Additionally, it would be beneficial to investigate
the role of cultural factors in the effectiveness of attachment-
based interventions. Given the promising results, it is
recommended that attachment-based therapy be considered
as a viable treatment for reducing separation anxiety in

children.
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