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Accepted: 21 Mar 2026 ¢ [PEIMEENENN Children, due to limitations in language, cognition, and emotional expression, often

Available Online: 01 Apr 2026 cannot express their feelings verbally. Therefore, play—as the child's natural and primary language—can

be the most effective and direct method for accessing their inner world. The present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of Gestalt play therapy in reducing internalizing and externalizing problems
among children aged 7-10.

This is a quasi-experimental study with a pre-test/post-test design. Participants were
24 children aged 7-10 referred to counseling centers affiliated with the Tabriz Department of Education
during 2024-2025. Participants were purposively selected based on clinical interviews and DSM-5-TR
criteria, with evidence of internalizing, externalizing, or both problems. The children were randomly as-
signed to intervention (n=12) and control (n=12) groups. Data were collected using the Child Behavior
Checklist (CBCL). The intervention group received twelve 75-minute sessions of Gestalt play therapy,
while the control group received no intervention. The data were analyzed using univariate analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA).

ST The intervention group showed greater reductions in both internalizing and externalizing prob-
lems than the control group (P=0.001). The effect size for both variables was 99%, indicating a very large
effect.

[@TEIERT Given the positive impact of Gestalt therapy on children's behavioral-emotional problems,
the use of this approach is recommended at school counseling centers, especially in cases of comorbidity
of internalizing and externalizing problems in children.

[EEITE Gestalt play therapy, Problems, Children
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Introduction

hildhood, particularly the middle child-

hood (ages 7 to 10), is a critical develop-

mental stage marked by significant emo-

tional, cognitive, and social transitions.

During these years, many children exhibit
emotional-behavioral difficulties that may negatively
affect their interpersonal relationships, academic perfor-
mance, and long-term psychological adjustment. These
difficulties are commonly categorized into internalizing
problems (e.g., anxiety, depression, somatic complaints,
withdrawal) and externalizing problems (e.g., aggression,
rule-breaking, impulsivity, oppositional defiant behav-
iors). International epidemiological studies indicate that
15-25% of children worldwide suffer from clinically sig-
nificant internalizing or externalizing symptoms. In Iran,
national data also show that approximately 18-22% of
children experience internalizing problems and 16-20%
display externalizing difficulties. These symptoms often
co-occur and follow chronic developmental trajectories if
left untreated.

Children’s limited cognitive, linguistic, and emotional
capacity often restricts their ability to verbally express
distress, making play therapy as the most natural and
developmentally appropriate method for therapeutic in-
tervention. Gestalt play therapy, developed by Violet
Oaklander and later expanded by contemporary scholars,
emphasizes sensory-emotional awareness, bodily expres-
sion, contact with the environment, and integration of
fragmented experiences. In Gestalt theory, internalizing
problems reflect “implosion” or blocked emotional ener-
gy, whereas externalizing problems represent “explosion”
or dysregulated release of such energy. Techniques such
as the empty chair, expressive arts, role-play, projection,
and sensory-based exploration help children access and
resolve unfinished emotional experiences.

Growing empirical evidence shows that Gestalt play
therapy contributes to significant improvements in emo-
tional regulation, self-support, social functioning, and
behavioral adjustment. Research has documented reduc-
tions in anxiety, depression, trauma, impulsivity, and ag-
gression following Gestalt-based interventions. However,
despite promising findings, studies in Iran remain limited,
rely mostly on small sample sizes, and lack standardized
protocols or comparison groups. Therefore, the present
study aimed to examine the effectiveness of Gestalt play
therapy in reducing both internalizing and externalizing
problems among children aged 7-10 years in Tabriz, Iran.

Research Methods

This is a quasi-experimental study with a pretest/post-
test design using a control group. The study population
included all children aged 7-10 years in Tabriz who
were referred to the Department of Education’s psycho-
logical counseling centers during 20242025 for treat-
ment of their emotional-behavioral difficulties. Using a
purposive sampling method, 24 eligible children were
selected and randomly assigned to intervention (n=12)
and control (n=12) groups. Sample size was determined
based on a power analysis (test power=0.80, 0=0.05, ef-
fect size=0.60). Inclusion criteria were: age 7-10, diag-
nosis of internalizing or externalizing problems based
on the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) score (T>63),
not having autism, intellectual disability, or major medi-
cal illnesses, no psychiatric medication in the past three
months, and parental consent. Exclusion criteria were ab-
sence from more than two sessions, initiation of any treat-
ment or medication during the study, major life crises, or
withdrawal of consent. The CBCL is a 115-item parent-
report inventory that provides T-scores for internalizing,
externalizing, and total problems. Validity and reliability
of the Persian version have already been reported as high
(0=0.63-0.95; test—retest reliability=0.67-0.92).

The CBCL was completed by parents, and each child
was observed clinically for 30 minutes in the playroom.

After screening, consent, and random assignment, both
groups completed pretest assessments. The intervention
group then received the therapy while the control group
remained wait-listed. The intervention group received 12
weekly sessions of Gestalt play therapy (each session for
75 minutes), based on Oaklander’s (2006) and Blom’s
(2023) protocols. Sessions included expressive arts,
projection tasks, empty-chair task, sensory awareness
activities, emotional symbolization (stickers, drawings,
collages), anger-release exercises, role play, and imagina-
tion-based techniques (e.g., “magic wand,” “peeling the
onion of emotions™). A checklist ensured treatment fideli-
ty, reviewed by an independent supervisor. Posttests were
administered one week after the final session. Descriptive
statistics, univariate ANCOVA, and its assumptions (nor-
mality, homogeneity of variance, and regression slope)
were used for data analysis in SPSS software, version 25.
Significance level was set at 0.05.

Results
Table 1 presents the mean scores of internalizing and

externalizing problems. The two groups were similar at
baseline. After therapy, the intervention group showed

Khodavandi., et al. (2025). The Effectiveness of Gestalt Play Therapy on Internalizing and Externalizing Problems in Children. J Child Health Educ: 6(4), 96-111.


https://jeche.ir/index.php?&slct_pg_id=10&sid=1&slc_lang=en

Table 1. Mean scores of behavioral problems in two groups

MeantSD
Variables Group
Pre-test Post-test
Intervention 43.75+2.53 33.33+2.1
Internalizing Problems
Control 44.4242.15 43.83+1.75
Intervention 46.75+2.53 34.33+2.1
Externalizing Problems
Control 47.4242.15 46.83£1.75
Table 2. ANCOVA results for internalizing and externalizing problems
Variables Source Sum of Squares df Mean Square F P n?
Group 581.95 1 581.95 14.71 0.001 0.99
Internalizing Problems
Error 1.72 21 0.08 — — —
Group 839.24 1 839.24 15.10 0.001 0.99
Externalizing Problems
Error 1.72 21 0.08 = = =

high reductions in both internalizing and externalizing
problems, whereas the control group exhibited almost no
change. ANCOVA results indicated a highly significant
effect of Gestalt play therapy on both variables after con-
trolling for pretest scores (Table 2). The effect sizes (1)
=0.99 for two variables) were very large, confirming a
strong clinical impact.

Conclusion

The findings revealed that the intervention group receiv-
ing Gestalt play therapy showed significant reductions in
both internalizing and externalizing problems compared
to the control group, supporting the therapeutic value of
experiential, relational, and emotion-focused approaches
in childhood mental health.

Consistent with prior international studies, Gestalt play
therapy successfully reduced internalizing symptoms
such as anxiety, withdrawal, and somatic complaints. Ac-
cording to Gestalt theory, these symptoms reflect restrict-
ed emotional expression and blocked sensory-affective
energy. Techniques used in this study—such as emotional
drawings, sensory awareness tasks, “peeling the onion”
exercises, and controlled expression of distress—enabled
children to externalize previously internalized emotional
content, increasing self-support and emotional clarity.
These mechanisms likely contributed to the observed re-
ductions in internalizing problems.

Similarly, reductions in externalizing problems align
with findings from previous studies showing that Gestalt-
based interventions reduce aggression, impulsivity, and
rule-breaking behaviors. Experiential methods such as
the empty chair technique, role playing, symbolic expres-
sion, and motor-based activities helped children channel
high emotional arousal into constructive behaviors. The
Gestalt principle that behavioral change emerges from
increasing awareness—not from direct behavioral correc-
tion—explains why aggressive or oppositional behaviors
decreased without explicit behavioral training. The ex-
tremely large effect sizes of Gestalt play therapy can also
be attributed to the structured 12-session protocol, strong
therapeutic alliance, and use of multisensory, bodily-af-
fective techniques that match children’s developmental
level. Because many children in this age range struggle
with verbal emotional expression, a non-verbal and expe-
riential approach may be especially effective.

Despite robust findings, this study had some limitations.
The small sample size, absence of a follow-up phase, and
use of parent-report instruments limit the generalizability
of the findings. Future research should replicate results
with larger randomized controlled trials, multi-informant
assessments, longitudinal follow-ups, and comparisons
with other therapeutic modalities such as cognitive be-
havioral therapy, play therapy, or integrative approaches.
Overall, findings demonstrate that Gestalt play therapy
is a powerful and culturally appropriate intervention that
can effectively reduce both internalizing and externaliz-
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ing symptoms in children. Integrating this approach into
school counseling programs, early intervention programs,
and community mental health services may significantly
enhance children’s emotional well-being and behavioral
adjustment.
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30. Conners, C. K
31. Parent Rating of Behavioral Problems in Children (PRBPC)
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27. Social problems
28. Thinking problems
29. Attention problems
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35, Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA)
36. Independent Samples T-Test
37. Chi-Square Test
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39. Homogeneity of variances

40. Levene’s test
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