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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Kendall’s Coping Cat-based cognitive-
behavioral therapy and filial therapy in improving social-emotional skills among elementary
school boys with anxiety disorders in Isfahan. This quasi-experimental study employed a
pretest-posttest design with a control group and follow-up assessment. The population
consisted of first-grade male students with anxiety disorders in Isfahan during the 2022-2023
academic year. Sixty children aged 6-8 years were purposively selected and randomly assigned
to three groups of 20: Coping Cat, filial therapy, and control. The Spence Children’s Anxiety
Scale-Parent Version and the Miller Social-Emotional Skills Questionnaire were administered.
Both experimental groups received eight intervention sessions, whereas the control group
received no intervention. Data were analyzed using SPSS-26, mixed repeated-measures
analysis of variance, and Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons. The main effect of time and the
groupxtime interaction on social-emotional skills were statistically significant (p<0.001),
indicating different patterns of change across the three groups. At posttest, filial therapy
produced significantly greater improvement than Coping Cat (mean difference=12.45,
p=0.002). Both interventions significantly outperformed the control group, with mean
differences of 17.15 for Coping Cat and 29.60 for filial therapy (p<0.001). At follow-up, filial
therapy remained significantly superior to Coping Cat (mean difference=19.75, p<0.001),
while the differences between Coping Cat and control and between filial therapy and control
were 23.30 and 43.05, respectively (p<0.001). No significant changes were observed across
assessment phases in the control group. Both Kendall's Coping Cat cognitive-behavioral
therapy and filial therapy were effective in improving social-emotional skills among boys with
anxiety disorders; however, filial therapy demonstrated greater and sustained effectiveness.
Active parental involvement and strengthened parent-child interaction may account for its
superior effects. Filial therapy may therefore be particularly useful in clinical and educational
interventions targeting social-emotional functioning in anxious children.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Anxiety disorders are among the most prevalent psychological problems in childhood and may substantially
impair children’s emotional, social, familial, and academic functioning. Childhood anxiety is not limited to
transient fear or worry; when persistent and clinically significant, it may manifest through avoidance, excessive
dependence on caregivers, difficulty participating in school activities, impaired peer relationships, reduced
self-confidence, and problems in emotional regulation. Because childhood represents a sensitive
developmental period during which patterns of emotional responding and interpersonal functioning are
established, untreated anxiety may interfere with the acquisition of competencies required for later
psychological adjustment. Contemporary evidence indicates that childhood anxiety disorders arise through the
interaction of cognitive, emotional, behavioral, familial, and interpersonal mechanisms and therefore require
interventions capable of addressing both symptom reduction and broader developmental functioning (Li et al.,
2025; Rapee et al., 2023).
Social-emotional skills are especially important during the early school years, when children encounter
increasingly complex interpersonal and educational demands. These skills encompass the ability to recognize
and regulate emotions, establish positive relationships, communicate effectively, respond appropriately to
social situations, cope with frustration, solve interpersonal problems, and function adaptively in everyday
contexts (Dadsetan et al., 2010; Le et al., 2022). Anxiety may negatively affect these competencies by
increasing threat perception, social withdrawal, avoidance, emotional dysregulation, and reluctance to engage
in unfamiliar or challenging situations. Longitudinal findings have demonstrated meaningful associations
between social skills and symptoms of anxiety disorders across development (Habibi Asgarabad et al., 2023).
Difficulties in peer functioning are likewise associated with anxiety, particularly social anxiety, suggesting
that anxiety and social adjustment may reinforce one another over time (Chiu et al., 2021). Young children
experiencing anxiety symptoms may also demonstrate difficulties in emotional and socio-cognitive processing
that interfere with their capacity to interpret social information and manage emotionally demanding
interactions effectively (Howe-Davies et al., 2023).
Cognitive-behavioral therapy is one of the most strongly supported psychological approaches for childhood
anxiety. Kendall’s Coping Cat program is a structured cognitive-behavioral intervention designed specifically
for anxious children. It teaches children to identify emotional and physiological manifestations of anxiety,
distinguish maladaptive from adaptive self-talk, employ relaxation and problem-solving strategies, and
gradually confront feared situations. The program is sufficiently flexible to be adapted to individual clinical
needs while maintaining its central cognitive-behavioral principles (Beidas et al., 2010; Kendall & Mauro,
2021). Randomized clinical evidence has demonstrated the efficacy of cognitive-behavioral interventions for
children and adolescents with anxiety disorders (Kendall et al., 2008), while exposure-based components
appear particularly important for modifying avoidance and maladaptive responses to anxiety-provoking
situations (Asbrand et al., 2020). The Coping Cat program has also demonstrated utility in school settings
(Bernhardt, 2019). Iranian studies have similarly reported that the program reduces anxiety symptoms (Famil
Ahmarian et al., 2020; Shokri Mirhosseini et al., 2018), improves cognitive emotion regulation (Alizadeh
Birjandi et al., 2016), decreases separation anxiety (Yaghoobi et al., 2021), and influences social anxiety and
related behavioral characteristics among schoolchildren (Nosouhi Dahnavi et al., 2023).
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In addition to child-focused cognitive-behavioral interventions, family-based approaches may be particularly
valuable because parents play a major role in the development and regulation of children’s emotional
responses. Filial therapy is a parent-mediated play therapy approach in which parents are trained to respond
empathically to their children, reflect emotions, establish appropriate limits, provide choices, and use
therapeutic play to create a secure relational environment. Through this process, the parent-child relationship
itself becomes an important mechanism of therapeutic change (Rye, 2008). Filial therapy has been associated
with improvements in family relationships and healthier patterns of interaction (Juhéasova & Lulei, 2019), as
well as improvements in school-related engagement and behavior (Cooper et al., 2020). Iranian research has
demonstrated its effectiveness in reducing childhood anxiety and behavioral difficulties (Abedi et al., 2018;
Zadafshar et al., 2022) and enhancing social-emotional functioning, emotional management, and social
competence (Adili, 2020; Korbacheh et al., 2023). The broader importance of parental involvement is also
supported by evidence showing that parental accommodation can maintain childhood anxiety and that targeting
parent behavior can strengthen treatment processes (Kagan et al., 2023). Parent-child cognitive-behavioral
interventions similarly indicate that active family involvement may facilitate improvements in children’s
emotional and behavioral functioning (Samavatyan et al., 2021). Although both Coping Cat and filial therapy
have demonstrated beneficial effects, relatively limited evidence has directly compared a child-focused
cognitive-behavioral approach with a parent-mediated relational intervention in terms of social-emotional
outcomes. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Kendall’s Coping Cat cognitive-
behavioral therapy and filial therapy in improving social-emotional skills among elementary school boys with
anxiety disorders in Isfahan.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a
control group and a follow-up assessment. The statistical population consisted of all first-grade male
elementary school students with anxiety disorders in Isfahan during the 2022—2023 academic year. Sampling
was conducted purposively within a multistage school-selection procedure. Educational District 2 of Isfahan
was initially selected, after which four elementary schools were randomly chosen from the district. Children
were screened for anxiety using the parent version of the Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale, and those meeting
the predetermined screening criterion and other eligibility requirements were considered for participation. The
final sample consisted of 60 boys aged 6—8 years who were randomly assigned to three equal groups: Kendall’s
Coping Cat intervention, filial therapy, and control, with 20 participants in each group. Inclusion criteria
consisted of being a first-grade male student, being between 6 and 8 years of age, meeting the study criterion
for anxiety, and obtaining parental consent. Major traumatic or adverse events during the intervention period
and absence from more than one intervention session were regarded as exclusion criteria.

Data were collected using the parent version ofthe Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale and the Social-Emotional
Skills Questionnaire. The anxiety scale contained 38 items assessing major dimensions of childhood anxiety
and was used primarily for screening eligible participants. The Social-Emotional Skills Questionnaire
contained 50 items covering domains related to maladaptive behaviors, social skills, communication skills,
daily living skills, problematic eating behavior, and separation anxiety. The internal consistency coefficient
obtained for the anxiety measure in the present sample was 0.71. The overall internal consistency coefficient
for the social-emotional measure was 0.86, while coefficients for its subscales ranged from 0.52 to 0.77.

The Coping Cat intervention was implemented in eight sessions. The program included establishing
therapeutic rapport, identifying anxiety-provoking situations and emotional responses, recognizing physical
symptoms of anxiety, diaphragmatic breathing and relaxation, identifying anxious and adaptive self-talk,
cognitive restructuring, problem-solving training, self-reinforcement, development of a fear hierarchy, and
gradual exposure to situations producing low, moderate, and high levels of anxiety. Parent meetings were
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incorporated at selected stages to enhance cooperation with treatment. The final session focused on intensive
exposure, consolidation of acquired skills, and preparation for future use of coping strategies.

Filial therapy was also conducted in eight sessions, primarily through training parents to use therapeutic play
and developmentally appropriate interaction skills with their children. Parents were trained in empathic
responding, reflection of children’s emotions, principles of child-centered play, establishment of appropriate
boundaries, provision of choices, encouragement rather than excessive praise, and strengthening children’s
self-confidence. Parents conducted play sessions with their children at home, reported their experiences, and
received therapist feedback. Recorded interactions and role-playing exercises were used to refine parental
skills, and the final session focused on reviewing the therapeutic principles and encouraging continued
application of the acquired techniques.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics were calculated, and the assumptions
required for parametric analysis were examined. Repeated-measures analysis of variance was used to evaluate
changes across the pretest, posttest, and follow-up assessments and to compare the three study groups. Group,
time, and group-by-time effects were examined, and appropriate pairwise comparisons were conducted when
significant differences were observed. The statistical significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The analysis of the repeated measurements indicated that the pattern of change in social-emotional skills
differed significantly among the three groups across the pretest, posttest, and follow-up assessments. The
groups were relatively comparable at baseline, whereas clear differences emerged after the interventions.
Children who received Kendall’s Coping Cat cognitive-behavioral intervention demonstrated meaningful
improvement in social-emotional functioning from pretest to posttest compared with children in the control
group. The improvement was maintained at the follow-up assessment, indicating that the intervention produced
effects that extended beyond the immediate termination of treatment.

Children in the filial therapy group also demonstrated substantial improvement in social-emotional skills
following the intervention. Their posttest scores indicated significantly better social-emotional functioning
than those of the control group, and the improvement remained evident at follow-up. Thus, filial therapy was
effective not only in producing immediate changes but also in maintaining gains after completion of the formal
intervention period.

Comparison of the two active intervention groups demonstrated that filial therapy produced a greater
improvement in social-emotional skills than Kendall’s Coping Cat program. Although both interventions were
significantly more effective than the control condition, the magnitude of improvement was greater among
children whose parents participated in filial therapy. The persistence of these improvements during follow-up
further indicated that the beneficial effects of both treatments were relatively stable, with filial therapy showing
the more favorable overall pattern for the primary outcome examined in the study.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both Kendall’s Coping Cat cognitive-behavioral therapy and filial therapy can
effectively improve social-emotional skills among young boys with anxiety disorders. The effectiveness of
Coping Cat may be explained by its emphasis on recognizing emotions, identifying physical manifestations of
anxiety, modifying maladaptive thoughts, developing adaptive coping strategies, solving problems, and
gradually confronting feared situations. Anxious children frequently avoid challenging interpersonal
circumstances, which limits opportunities to practice communication, emotional regulation, and social
problem-solving. Reducing avoidance and strengthening coping competence can therefore extend beyond
symptom reduction and facilitate more adaptive social and emotional functioning.

The maintenance of improvement in the Coping Cat group suggests that children acquired transferable skills
rather than experiencing only temporary symptom relief. Once children become capable of identifying anxiety,
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using adaptive self-talk, regulating physiological arousal, and approaching rather than avoiding difficult
situations, these skills can be repeatedly applied in school, family, and peer contexts. Such repeated use may
help consolidate gains after formal treatment has ended.

Filial therapy also produced marked and persistent improvements, which may be explained by its direct
influence on the child’s everyday relational environment. Through training, parents learned to identify and
reflect their children’s emotional experiences, provide empathic responses, establish consistent limits, offer
appropriate choices, and create a psychologically safe setting for expression through play. These repeated
interactions may strengthen children’s emotional awareness, self-regulation, confidence, communication, and
adaptive social behavior. Because parents continue interacting with their children beyond the therapy session,
the intervention may become embedded in daily family life, thereby facilitating generalization and
maintenance of therapeutic gains.

The greater effectiveness of filial therapy compared with Coping Cat may particularly reflect the nature of the
outcome examined in this study. Coping Cat was primarily designed to treat anxiety by targeting the child’s
cognitions, physiological arousal, avoidance, and coping responses. Filial therapy, by contrast, directly
modifies a central interpersonal context in which social and emotional competencies develop. Social-emotional
skills are inherently relational and include communication, emotional expression, behavioral adaptation,
interpersonal responsiveness, and everyday competence. A treatment that repeatedly modifies parent-child
interaction may therefore influence several dimensions of social-emotional functioning simultaneously.
Another possible explanation for the superiority of filial therapy is the continuous presence of parents as agents
of change. In a child-focused program, therapeutic techniques must be transferred from the treatment setting
to natural environments by the child. In filial therapy, however, parents themselves learn the intervention
strategies and can repeatedly implement them during routine interactions. This creates more frequent
opportunities for emotional coaching, validation, appropriate limit setting, decision-making, and reinforcement
of'adaptive behavior. Such repeated experiences may gradually alter both the child’s behavior and the relational
patterns through which emotional regulation and social competence develop.

Overall, the findings indicate that both interventions represent useful approaches for improving social-
emotional functioning in elementary school boys with anxiety disorders. Kendall’s Coping Cat program
appears capable of promoting these skills through improved anxiety management, adaptive cognition, coping,
and exposure to challenging situations, whereas filial therapy appears to produce broader benefits by modifying
the parent-child relational context and strengthening emotional communication. Given the greater
improvement observed in the filial therapy group, parent-mediated relational interventions may be particularly
advantageous when enhancement of social-emotional skills is a primary therapeutic objective. Nevertheless,
the effectiveness and durability of both approaches support their use in psychological and school-based
services for young children with anxiety disorders.
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