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Abstract

Background and Objectives: Social anxiety disorder in children and adolescents is
associated with some psychological problems that require effective treatment. In this
regard, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of emotion-focused
cognitive behavioral therapy on emotion regulation and sleep habits of children with
social anxiety.

Materials and Methods: This quasi-experimental study was conducted with a pretest-
posttest control group design. The research population included primary school
students in the fourth to sixth grades in Qom City, Iran in 2019 academic year. In
total, 46 students whose scores were higher than 29.5 in the Liebowitz Social Anxiety
Scale, were selected and randomly assigned to intervention and control groups. The
participants answered the pre-test Emotion Regulation Checklist and Children’s Sleep
Habits Questionnaire. Afterward, the intervention group participated in 16 sessions
of therapy and the control group remained on the waiting list. Finally, the participants
were evaluated at the post-test stage and the collected data were examind by analysis
of covariance and SPSS software.

Results: Based on the results of multivariate analysis of covariance, after the control
of pre-test effects, there was a significant difference in the linear combination of
emotion regulation and sleep habits variables of the two groups (Wilks'
lambda=0.063, F10,23=34.182, P=0.001). The tests of univariate analysis of
covariance also showed a significant increase in emotion regulation and significant
decrease in emotional lability/negativity and sleep disorders (except the sleep onset
delay) in the intervention group after the theraputic sessions.

Conclusion: Emotion-focused cognitive behavioral therapy is an important and
effective threatment for emotion regulation and sleep habits in socially anxious
children who are referred to mental health professionals.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Obijective

Social anxiety disorder in children and adolescents is
associated with some psychological problems that
require effective treatment. It has a high comorbidity
rate with other psychiatric disorders, especially
emotional problems. Furthermore, sleep disorders
and decreased sleep quality are prevalent among
people with this disorder. Nowadays, the use of
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) for anxiety
disorders in child psychology is well known.
However, ignoring emotion in this treatment may not
produce significant changes in the individual.
Hence, the optimization of cognitive behavioral
therapy reduces the burden of distress disorders
within an emotion regulation framework. Moreover,
the integration of emotion-focused treatment
elements in CBT enriches the conceptual and
practical set of these treatments.

Emotion-Focused Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy
(ECBT), which can also facilitate emotional
development, has been successful in reducing
negative  cognitive  strategies and  anger
dysregulation in children with social anxiety as
well as improving psychological distress in
comorbid disorders, such as sleep problems.
However, no previous research has investigated
the effects of such a comprehensive treatment on
emotion regulation and sleep habits in children.
Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness  of emotion-focused  cognitive
behavioral therapy on emotion regulation and
sleep habits of children with social anxiety.

Materials and Methods

This quasi-experimental study was designed with
a pretest-posttest control group design. The
research statistical population was primary school
students of Qom, Iran (fourth to sixth grades) in the
2019 academic year. The participants answered
the Emotion Regulation Checklist, Children’s
Sleep Habits Questionnaire, and Liebowitz Social
Anxiety Scale for Children and Adolescents.
Afterward, 46 children, whose scores were higher
than 29.5 (scores higher than moderate) on the Social
Anxiety Scale, were selected and randomly assigned
to intervention and control groups with 23
participants in each of them. Their scores in the pre-
test of the Emotion Regulation Checklist and
Children’s  Sleep Habits Questionnaire were
recorded. Subsequently, the experimental group
participated in 16 sessions of ECBT therapy and the
control group remained on the waiting list.

The ECBT program which is designed for the
treatment of children and adolescents with anxiety
disorders, consists of two parts. The first eight
sessions are the training part and the second eight
sessions are the practicing (confronting) part. In
the first part of the treatment, different emotions
are introduced to the child, which starts with the
awareness of emotional reactions and leads to the
recognition of specific anxiety reactions. The
second part of the treatment is dedicated to the use
and practice of new skills acquired in situations

that are increasingly anxiety-provoking or
situations that evoke other emotions.

Finally, the participants answered the post-test
questionnaires, and the collected data were
analyzed using multivariate and univariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA and
ANCOVA) in SPSS software. The research was
approved by the Research Ethics Committee of
Arak University of Medical Sciences in Arak, Iran
with the research ethics code of IR.ARAKMU.
REC.1400.104 .

Results

Scores of emotion regulation and sleep habits in
children in the experimental (n=23) and control
(n=21) groups were analyzed. These groups were
not significantly different in terms of social anxiety
(t42=-0.76, P=0.46). Therefore, as two
homogenous groups in social anxiety, they were
compared in terms of the effectiveness of ECBT on
emotion regulation and sleep habits. The results of
MANCOVA showed that after the control of pre-
test effects, there was a significant difference
between the two groups regarding the linear
combination of emotion regulation and sleep
habits variables (Wilks' lambda=0.063, F10,
23=34.182, P=0.001). Tests of ANCOVA also
showed a significant increase in emotion
regulation and a significant decrease in emotional
lability/negativity and sleep habits (except the
sleep onset delay) in intervention groups after the
ECBT sessions (P<0.01).

Discussion

Results of this study showed that ECBT had a
significant effect on the increase of emotion
regulation and the significant decrease of
emotional lability/negativity and sleep disorders
(except the sleep onset delay) in socially anxious
children. Findings of several studies are somewhat
consistent with those of the present research and
confirm its results. ECBT, due to its focus on
emotion and integration of this element with
traditional cognitive behavioral therapy, has
probably been successful in the creation of
positive effects on emotion regulation and sleep
habits of children.

Since negative sleep habits are associated with
emotional problems in anxious children, ECBT can
help children improve their ability to regulate their
emotions and correct problematic sleep-related
cognitions and behaviors to achieve a better state
of emotional conditions and sleep habits. Results
of the present study can be explained based on the
focus of ECBT on all cognitive, behavioral, and
emotional capacities of children.

Children have some cognitive limitations and
probably do not have a high capacity for pure
cognitive behavioral therapy. Therefore, ECBT can
facilitate improvement in emotion regulation and
sleep habits in children with social anxiety since it
is developmentally sensitive and considers other
aspects of the performance of children, including
emotional domains along with cognitive and
behavioral dimensions.
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The main limitation of the present study was the
usage of only questionnaires for data collection,
which may lead to different results, compared to
those of the studies that are conducted using
interviews and diagnosis of clinical cases of social
anxiety that have emotion regulation problems
and sleep disorders.

Conclusion

Emotion-focused cognitive behavioral therapy is an
important and effective treatment for emotion
regulation and sleep habits in socially anxious
children who are referred to mental health
professionals. Therefore, it is suggested as a prominent
treatment to be used by these professionals.
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