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The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of group play therapy
based on a cognitive-behavioral approach in improving cognitive and emotional
empathy, emotional self-regulation, and social acceptance of students with low
self-esteem. The study used a quasi-experimental design. The statistical
population included students with low self-esteem in Zanjan in 2025. A sample
of 30 students was selected from these students using a convenience sampling
and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The group play
therapy program was implemented in 10 sessions of 60 minutes for the
participants in the experimental group, while the participants in the control
group did not receive such an intervention. Data were collected before and after
the intervention and variables were measured using the Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire (ERQ), Empathy Questionnaire for Children and Adolescents
(EmQue- CA), and the Ford and Robin Social Acceptance Questionnaire for
Elementary School Children. Final analysis was performed using multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) and univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA). The findings showed that group play therapy based on cognitive
behavioral approach significantly increased the level of cognitive empathy
(0.495) at the p<0.05 level and improved emotional self-regulation (0.45) and
social acceptance (0.166) at the p<0.05 level, but it did not have a significant
effect on emotional empathy (0.002) at the p<0.05 level. It can be said that
group play therapy based on a cognitive-behavioral approach has a significant
effect on cognitive empathy, emotional self-regulation, and social acceptance
of students with low self-esteem. It is suggested that this approach be used in
educational and psychological programs in schools and treatment centers.
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Introduction

One of the factors that not only plays a role in maintaining the mental health of individuals,
but also affects the quality of a person's life is self-esteem. Self-esteem is defined as an
individual's evaluation of themselves or the judgments they have about their value and status
(Bahrami et al, 2022). This component is formed through environmental experiences (Martinez
etal., 2021). Self-esteem essentially deals with how individuals evaluate themselves in general
(Greenberger et al., 2021). Research by Birang and Alivandi-Vafa (2010) showed that play
therapy has a significant effect on increasing children's creativity and self-esteem and reducing
their shyness. Play, as a natural tool, is a means of expressing children's feelings, with the help
of which they reveal their emotions, failures, and anxieties (Godin et al., 2020). In these
circumstances, games have gained a prominent role in daily social life and have become one of
the important interests of humans (Karaman Karadzin et al, 2022). Play therapy uses a variety
of methods, including cognitive behavioral therapy (Jalilabknar, 2012). Cognitive behavioral
play therapy is an innovative therapeutic approach designed to help children and adolescents
who are facing behavioral, emotional, and psychological challenges. This method uses play as
an effective tool to engage children and adolescents in the treatment process (Wong, 2024).
Children's social acceptance among their peers has a significant impact on the formation of their
social personalities. Children who cannot gain acceptance from their peers and are rejected by
them face numerous challenges such as poor academic performance, school refusal, dropping
out, tendency toward antisocial behavior, delinquency in adolescence and committing crimes
in adulthood. These children often feel lonely at school and may develop feelings of hatred or
a tendency towards violence towards their peers and society (Taschke et al., 2018).

Research on the development of emotional self-regulation suggests that this concept is of
great importance during childhood. At this stage, children must acquire the ability to understand
strategies related to emotional self-regulation and learn how to use these strategies to manage
their emotions (Megreya et al., 2020).

Social behaviors, such as empathy, play an important role in shaping our daily lives and our
relationships with others. These behaviors are of great importance for the development of
various aspects of life and gaining acceptance in society (Ghalichpour et al. 2017). Empathy is
considered one of the main pillars of human relationships and successful social interactions
(Van der Zee & Derksen, 2020).

Results

The study demonstrated that after controlling for confounding variables, the MANCOVA
results confirmed the significant effect of the intervention on cognitive empathy, social
acceptance, and emotional self-regulation, with a Wilks value of 0.692 and an F value of 11.819.
Further ANCOVA analyses showed significant improvements in cognitive empathy (effect
size= 0.495), emotional self-regulation (effect size 0.45), and social acceptance (effect size
0.166), all with p-values below 0.05. However, no significant change was observed in emotional
empathy (effect size 0.0.2, p > 0.05). The findings highlight the effectiveness of cognitive-

behavioral group play therapy in improving cognitive empathy, social acceptance, and
emotional self-regulation among students with low self-esteem. Achieving substantial effects
on emotional empathy may require an extended follow-up period or integrating additional
interventions.
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This study shows that group play therapy based on a cognitive- behavioral approach
significantly improves cognitive empathy, social acceptance, and emotional self-regulation in
students with low self-esteem. These results support the intervention potential of cognitive
behavioral therapy in the school setting and indicate that providing opportunities for group
interaction, cognitive revision, and emotion regulation can lead to improved social and
psychological functioning in this group of students. The findings also have practical
implications for schools, including the ongoing implementation of cognitive behavioral play
therapy workshops, training instructors in group management, and periodic assessment of
progress using validated tools. Study limitations such as the small sample size and short follow-
up period should be considered when interpreting the results, and future research with
controlled designs, diverse samples, and long-term follow-up should examine the sustainability
of the effects. Finally, this study shows that school-based group play interventions can help
improve empathy, social acceptance, and behavioral control in students with low self-esteem
and contribute to the design of comprehensive mental health programs in schools.
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