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Abstract
This study aimed to develop and evaluate the effectiveness of a cognitive

rehabilitation program on social competence and decision-making styles in gifted
adolescents with externalizing behavioral disorders. This study employed a quasi-
experimental design using a pretest-posttest structure with a control group. The
statistical population included gifted adolescents aged 12 to 18 years with
externalizing behavioral disorders, selected through purposive sampling. Research
instruments included the Felner Social Competence Questionnaire (1990) and the
Scott and Bruce Decision-Making Styles Questionnaire (1995). The experimental
group participated in a structured cognitive rehabilitation program, whereas the
control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA).
The results indicated that the cognitive rehabilitation program significantly increased
social competence and enhanced rational and intuitive decision-making styles in the
experimental group. Moreover, a reduction in reliance on avoidant and spontaneous
decision-making styles was observed in this group. In contrast, the control group
showed no significant changes in these variables. The cognitive rehabilitation
program can be considered an effective approach to improving social competence and
decision-making in gifted adolescents with externalizing behavioral disorders. The
findings underscore the importance of implementing cognitive interventions to
enhance social and decision-making skills in this population, and it is recommended
that such programs be utilized in educational and counseling settings for adolescents
facing similar challenges.

Keywords: cognitive rehabilitation, social competence, decision-making styles,
gifted adolescents, externalizing behavioral disorders.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Adolescence is a transformative developmental stage characterized by significant cognitive, emotional, and
social changes. During this phase, decision-making abilities undergo refinement and increasingly influence
adolescents' ability to adapt to their environments (Izzani et al., 2024). Among adolescents, gifted individuals
with externalizing behavioral disorders present unique challenges. Despite their high intellectual capacities,
these adolescents are vulnerable to impulsivity, aggression, and poor decision-making, primarily due to their
specific cognitive and emotional profiles (Lavrijsen & Verschueren, 2023). These behavioral tendencies can
significantly impair both their academic performance and social functioning.

Decision-making is a core cognitive function that shapes behavior in complex social contexts. The literature
identifies multiple decision-making styles, such as rational, intuitive, avoidant, spontaneous, and dependent.
Among these, rational and intuitive styles are considered adaptive, whereas avoidant and spontaneous decision-
making often correlate with poor impulse control and social maladjustment (Scott & Bruce, 1995). Adolescents
with externalizing disorders typically show a preference for maladaptive styles due to deficits in emotional
regulation and executive function (Mazurek et al., 2024).

Cognitive rehabilitation has emerged as a promising intervention to enhance executive functioning. These
structured programs aim to improve working memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive flexibility—
components that are essential for sound decision-making and social competence (Husseini et al., 2019). Prior
studies have shown the effectiveness of cognitive rehabilitation in reducing behavioral problems and enhancing
cognitive capacities among adolescents (Motvaseli & Lotfizadeh, 2021).

Externalizing disorders, including oppositional defiant disorder and conduct disorder, are among the most
common psychiatric conditions in adolescents. These disorders are associated with long-term negative
consequences across academic, emotional, and social domains (Hecker et al., 2014). Interestingly, some gifted
adolescents, despite their intellectual potential, exhibit unique reactions to such disorders, often expressing
internal conflict and impulsivity in decision-making (Virgolim, 2021). In this context, enhancing social
competence—defined as the capacity to effectively navigate social interactions—emerges as a crucial goal
(Shujja et al., 2015). Deficits in social competence have been linked to increased aggression and poor
emotional regulation (Hensums et al., 2023).

Given these insights, this study developed and tested a structured cognitive rehabilitation program targeting
gifted adolescents with externalizing behavioral disorders. The study assessed whether the program could
improve social competence and shift decision-making styles toward more adaptive approaches.

Methods and Materials

This study was conducted in two phases: program development and effectiveness evaluation. Initially, a
descriptive-analytical synthesis of existing literature and expert feedback was used to design a structured
cognitive rehabilitation program. The finalized intervention was then implemented using a quasi-experimental
pretest-posttest design with a control group.

Participants included 30 gifted adolescents (aged 14-18) diagnosed with externalizing behavioral disorders,
recruited from exceptional schools in Rasht. Eligibility criteria included scoring above 120 on the Wechsler
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1Q test and a clinical cutoff on the Eyberg Child Behavior Inventory. Participants were randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups (n=15 per group).

The experimental group received a 12-session cognitive rehabilitation program focusing on executive
functions, decision-making, and social interaction. The control group received no intervention. Data were
collected using the Felner Social Competence Questionnaire and the Scott and Bruce Decision-Making Styles
Questionnaire. Data analysis involved descriptive statistics, MANCOVA, ANCOVA, and univariate ANOVA
tests using SPSS.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that the experimental group showed significant improvements in all subscales
of social competence, including behavioral, motivational/expectation, cognitive, and emotional competence.
Mean posttest scores in these domains increased compared to pretest levels, whereas the control group showed
minimal or no changes.

MANCOVA results showed statistically significant differences between groups in all dependent variables,
with partial eta squared values suggesting strong effects in the experimental group. For example, behavioral
competence yielded an F-value of 67.37 (p=0.00) with 1>=0.71, while emotional competence scored an F-
value of 63.50 (p=0.00) with n?>=0.69.

Regarding decision-making styles, the experimental group demonstrated increased use of rational (M=3.50)
and intuitive (M=3.40) styles, alongside decreased reliance on dependent (M=3.00), avoidant (M=2.70), and
spontaneous (M=1.90) styles in the posttest. Conversely, the control group exhibited no meaningful changes.
Multivariate tests including Pillai’s Trace, Wilks’ Lambda, and Hotelling’s Trace confirmed significant group
differences (p<0.05) for both social competence and decision-making styles. Univariate ANOVA further
supported these findings. For decision-making, rational style improvement in the experimental group was
marked by an F-value of 68.23 (p=0.000), and intuitive style by an F-value of 24.67 (p=0.000). Negative
decision-making styles such as spontaneous decisions also significantly declined (F=95.34, p=0.000).
Collectively, these results affirm the efficacy of the cognitive rehabilitation program in promoting adaptive
decision-making and enhancing social competence among the experimental group.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study confirms that cognitive rehabilitation is an effective intervention for improving key psychological
skills in gifted adolescents with externalizing behavioral disorders. Specifically, the program contributed to
enhanced social competence and a shift toward more rational and intuitive decision-making styles.
Adolescents in the experimental group showed increased capacity for logical analysis and intuitive insight in
decision-making, alongside a reduction in impulsive and avoidant patterns. These changes reflect improved
executive functioning, likely due to the structured cognitive training that focused on working memory,
inhibition control, and cognitive flexibility.

Socially, participants demonstrated more effective interpersonal interactions and emotional regulation. This
shift suggests that the program did not only improve cognitive aspects but also addressed emotional and social
development. The improvement in motivational and expectation subscales further indicates a more positive
orientation toward social engagement and goal-setting.

In contrast, the control group showed no significant development, reinforcing that the changes observed in the
experimental group were not due to maturation or environmental effects, but rather the result of the cognitive
rehabilitation program itself.

These findings support the broader application of cognitive interventions in educational and therapeutic
settings. Schools for gifted students and psychological clinics can adopt such programs to enhance adaptive
decision-making and reduce maladaptive behaviors. Given that cognitive rehabilitation targets foundational
executive functions, its benefits likely extend beyond behavioral disorders to other psychological challenges.
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Future research should explore the generalizability of these findings in larger and more diverse populations,
including adolescents with anxiety, depression, or learning disorders. The integration of parental involvement
and long-term follow-up could also strengthen program outcomes.

In sum, this study offers compelling evidence for the strategic role of cognitive rehabilitation in addressing
social and decision-making difficulties in gifted adolescents with behavioral challenges. The approach fosters
critical developmental competencies that are essential for academic success, social integration, and
psychological resilience.
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