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Background: This study was conducted to investigate the effectiveness and
comparison of maternal reflective functioning treatment and schema therapy on
separation anxiety, anxiety sensitivity and emotion regulation of preschool
children.

Method: The research method was quasi-experimental with pretest-posttest
and control group with two-month follow-up. The population of this study
consisted of all preschool children with separation anxiety in the Tabriz city in
2023. From this population, 45 children were selected by purposeful sampling
and randomly assigned into two experimental groups (maternal reflective
functioning, schema therapy) and one control group (15 individuals per group).
According to the group they were in, the experimental groups received 9
sessions of maternal reflective functioning treatment or 8 sessions of schema
therapy. The research tools included separation anxiety assessment scale-parent
version, emotion regulation checklist and childhood anxiety sensitivity index.
Data analysis was done using repeated measures analysis of variance.

Results: The findings showed that maternal reflective functioning treatment
and schema therapy are effective in reducing the separation anxiety symptoms
of preschool children compared to the control group. Also, the results showed
that maternal reflective functioning treatment has been more effective than
schema therapy in reducing anxiety sensitivity and emotion negativity.

Conclusion: Based on findings, it can be concluded that maternal reflective
functioning treatment is an appropriate therapeutic approach in reducing
anxiety symptoms and emotional problems of preschool children.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Separation anxiety disorder (SAD) is one of
the most common childhood anxiety
disorders, characterized by excessive
concern, worry, and even dread of the actual
or anticipated separation from an attachment
figure. Studies reveal that children with
separation anxiety disorder are vulnerable to
various psychological and emotional
challenges, with anxiety sensitivity and
deficits in emotion regulation being
particularly significant. These challenges
affect not only their mental health but also
their physical well-being. Consequently,
effective psychological interventions to
alleviate or resolve SAD in children are
crucial needed. While maternal reflective
functioning treatment and schema therapy
have demonstrated efficacy in treating
psychological disorders, particularly anxiety
disorders, their specific application to SAD
in children remains underexplored. Given
the psychological and emotional harm
experienced by children with separation
anxiety and the potential for severe damage
to their social and interpersonal lives, this
study aims to determine whether maternal
reflective functioning treatment and schema
therapy differ in their effectiveness in
reducing separation anxiety, anxiety
sensitivity, and improving  emotion
regulation in preschool children.

Method

This quasi-experimental study utilized a
pretest-posttest control group design with a
two-month follow-up. The study population
consisted of all preschool children with
separation anxiety in the Tabriz city in 2023.
A total of 45 children were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned
to two experimental groups (maternal
reflective functioning and schema therapy)
and one control group with 15 participants
per group. Inclusion criteria included:
children aged 5 to7 years, parents aged 25 to
40 years, presence of separation anxiety
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symptoms in the child, absence of
depression in mothers, middle social status,
parents holding at least a bachelor's degree,
and consent from both parents and children.
Exclusion criteria included absence from
more than two sessions, simultaneous
engagement in other treatment methods or
medication, and non-cooperation in
completing research tasks. The experimental
groups underwent nine sessions of maternal
reflective functioning treatment or eight
sessions of schema therapy. Research tools
included the separation anxiety assessment
scale-parent version, emotion regulation
checklist, and childhood anxiety sensitivity
index. Data were analyzed using repeated
measures repeated measures analysis of
variance in SPSS v. 24 software.

Results

Preliminary analyses were conducted before
applying repeated measures analysis of
variance to ensure the adherence to essential
assumptions. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
confirmed the normality of the score
distributions (p>0.05). Levene's test verified
the homogeneity of variances, indicating that
the assumption of homogeneity was not
violated (p> 0.05). However, Mauchly's test
of sphericity revealed a violation of the
sphericity assumption for the research
variables (p< 0.05). Therefore, the Huynh-
Feldt epsilon correction was used for result
interpretation.

The multivariate analysis (Wilks lambda)
showed  significant difference in the
dependent variables across the three time
points (pre-test, post-test, and follow-up)
(time effect: F= 8.08, p< 0.001, n*= 0.65).
Furthermore, a significant interaction
between time and group was observed (F=
2.24, p= 0.011, n*>= 0.34). To explore these
differences, repeated measures analysis of
variance was performed, with results
presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Repeated measures analysis of variance

Dependent variable Source SS df MS F P-VALUE n?

. Time 546.50 15.1 475.02 14/25 <0.001 0.253
VGVr';Z'S Time xGroup | 340.16 | 302 | 147.84 | 4/44 0013 | 0174

Separation Anxiety Error 1610.67 | 48.32 33/33
Between Group 1286.99 2 643.50 8.06 0.001 0.277

Groups Error 3353.33 42 79.84
. Time 1480.95 14.1 1297.79 47.94 <0.001 0.533
VGVr';Z'S Time xGroup | 639.72 | 282 | 28030 | 1036 | <0.001 | 0.330

Anxiety Sensitivity Error 1297.33 | 47.93 27.07
Between Group 294.76 2 147.38 3.65 0.035 0.148

Groups Error 1697.42 42 40.41
o Time 19.24 1.07 18.05 2.23 0.141 0.050
\gr'g;'; Time xGroup | 1662 | 213 | 797 | 096 0394 | 0044

Emotion Regulation Error 362.13 44,78 8.09
Between Group 4.93 2 2.47 0.44 0.648 0.020

Groups Error 236.31 42 5.63
o Time 119.21 10.1 108.87 11.18 0.001 0.210
\gr'g;'; Time xGroup | 64.96 | 2.19 | 2966 | 3.05 0021 | 0127

Negativity Error 447.82 45.99 9.74
Between Group 200.18 2 100.09 6.10 0.005 0.225

Groups Error 689.26 42 16.41

Pairwise comparisons of estimated marginal
means demonstrated that maternal reflective
functioning treatment and schema therapy
were both effective in reducing the
separation anxiety of preschool children
compared to the control group. Additionally,
maternal reflective functioning treatment
was more effective than schema therapy in
reducing anxiety sensitivity and negativity
component of emotion regulation.

reducing the confusion that contributes to
anxiety and emotional dysregulation in
children Through this intervention, mothers
learn to adopt an open, non-defensive
perspective regarding their own and their
child’s mental states, fostering a clear
separation between the two.

The therapeutic process facilitates the
development and refinement of parents’
mental models concerning themselves, their
child, their relationship with the child, and

Conclusion their parenting role. This enhanced reflective
This study aimed to compare the functioning enables parents to provide more
effectiveness of  maternal  reflective effective emotional responses and care,

functioning treatment and schema therapy
on separation anxiety, anxiety sensitivity and
emotion regulation of preschool children.
Results showed that maternal reflective
functioning treatment reduced separation
anxiety, anxiety sensitivity, and emotional
negativity in children, with sustained results
in follow up. In contrast, schema therapy
was only effective in reducing separation
anxiety, with continued effects in follow up.
The effectiveness of maternal reflective
functioning treatment can be attributed to its
focus on helping parents distinguish between
their own and their child’s mental states,
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thereby improving the child’s capacity to
organize and tolerate distress. Consequently,
the child is better equipped to handle
stressful situations. The limited
effectiveness of schema therapy in this study
may be due to the absence of an emotional
component in its design, highlighting the
need for integrating such elements in future
protocols to enhance its impact on children’s
emotional regulation.
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