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Introduction

Anxiety disorders are part of the category of introverted disorders (Mirzadeh &
Taher, 2022). This emotion has a negative emotion and includes a feeling of
concern about the danger that may occur. The symptoms of anxiety in children and
adults are almost the same, but its manifestations are different at different ages
(Lawrence, Murayama, and Creswell, 2019). One of the types of anxiety that can
be indicative of anxiety disorders starting in childhood is separation anxiety
disorder (Astuti, Hartono, and Sanavan, 2020). Regarding the prevalence of this
disorder, which is the most common anxiety disorder among children, various
statistics have been presented. Druze has stated that its prevalence in 2 to 4-year-
old children is 17%. In a study conducted by Hatton, McNicoy, and Dubleri
(Amoyot et al., 2019) on anxiety disorders in children under 12 years of age, they
found that the prevalence of each of them was reported to be significantly different
in the studies. The minimum rate is 2.6% and the maximum is 41.2%, and
separation anxiety disorder is the most common anxiety in this age group.

One of the most widespread methods of intervention (preventive and therapeutic)
in the last one or two decades, which the World Health Organization emphasizes
on, considering the sufficient evidence to prevent and reduce children's anxiety, is
the Friends program. It is based on the cognitive behavioral therapy approach,
founded by Paulo Barrett in Australia (Connell, 2022). The Friends program helps
children and teenagers learn ways to cope with fear, worry and depression and
provides the necessary grounds to promote and develop their emotional resilience
and self-esteem. This program has been effective by helping children manage
psychological stress such as fear, worry, and anxiety, as well as improving skills
for their present and future lives (Mirghaforian, Miri, and Taher, 2022). Also,
another intervention considered in this research, which will be compared with the
Friends training program, is play therapy. One of the functions of play in the
growth and development of children is its therapeutic role (Parker et al., 2021).
Therefore, due to the fact that today children are facing many challenges and
problems. It can affect their anxiety level, it is necessary to intervene and train
these children in time to prevent their anxiety because the prevention of children's
behavioral and emotional problems with timely intervention has been emphasized
and confirmed. Therefore, researchers conduct comparative studies to choose the
most effective and at the same time least expensive treatment among various
treatments. Of course, sometimes this leads to the discovery that the integration of
different treatment methods is more effective than each of the treatment methods
alone. According to the mentioned materials and the lack of comparative research
in the country, the innovation of the present research is that it deals with the
effectiveness of the Friends program in reducing the behavioral disorders of
children suffering from separation anxiety. From a practical point of view, it helps
to rehabilitate and correct the behavior of children suffering from separation
anxiety and to improve their mental well-being. It is obvious that conducting such
studies will help the therapists to decide on selective treatment in order to improve
psychological symptoms (such as depression and anxiety) in anxious children.
Therefore, the present study sought to answer the following questions:

1- Was the Friends program effective on the behavioral disorders of children
suffering from separation anxiety in the post-test stage?
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2- Was the Friends program on behavioral disorders of children suffering from
separation anxiety stable in the follow-up phase?

Method

The current research method was quasi-experimental and pre-test and post-test
design with a control group. The statistical population in this research includes all
children referred to behavioral disorders treatment clinics in the west of Tehran.
The sampling method was available and was done on 7 to 12-year-old children
with separation anxiety disorder, and they were randomly divided into two groups
of 15 experimental and 15 second (control) groups. Then the experimental group
underwent intervention for 10 sessions, 2 sessions of 30 to 45 minutes per week.
The research tools included Achenbach's Child Behavior Inventory and Asghari
Nikah et al.'s Cognitive Behavioral Play Therapy Intervention Protocol (2012) as
well as the Friends training program designed by Barat (1990) and finally data
were analyzed using the covariance analysis method and SPSS version 21 software.

Results

The results showed that the training of Friends program for behavioral disorders of
anxiety/depression (F=11.04, P<0.001), isolation/depression (F=10.21, P<0.001),
physical complaints (F=10.08, P<0.001), social problems (F=11.41, P<0.001),
thinking problems (F= 9.17, P<0.001), attention problems (F= 11.75, P<0.001),
Law-breaking behavior (F=9.81, P<0.001) and behavior (F=10.16, P<0.001) of
children with separation anxiety disorder were effective.

Conclusion

The current research was conducted with the aim of the effectiveness of Friends
program training on behavioral disorders of children with separation anxiety
disorder. According to the results of analysis of covariance after adjusting the pre-
test scores, there is a significant effect of the factor between the subjects of the
group. As a result, Friends program training is effective in improving the
components of behavioral disorders. In other words, the training of Friends
program has improved the average components of behavioral disorders of the
experimental group compared to the average of the control group. Therefore, it can
be said that Friends program training is effective on behavioral disorders of
children suffering from separation anxiety disorder.

According to the findings of the present research, it is possible to recommend
mental health professionals and people active in the field of health and hygiene to
improve the mental health of children and adolescents by designing and applying
appropriate methods inspired by the Friends program. Considering the effect of the
Friends program on the behavioral disorders of children with separation anxiety
disorder, it is suggested that psychologists use the Friends program widely as a
group. The results of this test should be used in specialized clinics for children and
adolescents. Interventions of the Friends program should be carried out
periodically in schools. Considering that play therapy and Friends program is an
effective and useful treatment method, it is suggested to educational institutions
and universities to provide conditions for counseling and psychology students to
learn and use this treatment method to help clients. Similar educational programs
should be developed and implemented by providing effective explanations about
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the necessity of learning them for teachers and counselors, and also the necessary
arrangements should be made to implement these programs in educational centers.
Educational programs should be easily available for the use of all parents with
children suffering from separation anxiety disorder.
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