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Abstract: This study uses a literature review to study the effects of play therapy used as an intervention in children with 

anxiety disorders. The literature consists of 15 international journals published from 2015-2018. The review covers the 

subject, the design, and the setting of the therapy, as well as the type of game applied. Based on the results of the review, 

it is known that play therapy is effective in reducing anxiety in children with vulnerable ages ranging from 3-16 years 

old using various materials and different settings. In addition to reducing anxiety, play therapy can also reduce 

negative emotions, aggression and can improve the social abilities and academic performance of children with anxiety 

disorders. Play therapy is often applied to children who experience anxiety disorders while undergoing treatment in the 

hospital. The results of this research review are expected to be a reference for further research, especially research 
conducted in Indonesia. 
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Introduction 

The world mental health survey found that anxiety 

disorders are among the disorders with the highest 

prevalence (Auerbach et al., 2018; Merikangas et al., 

2010). The prevalence of mental disorders in children 

and adolescents in the world reaches 13.4%, with the 

highest percentage of anxiety disorders of 6.5% 
compared to other mental disorders (Polanczyk, Salum, 

Sugaya, Caye, & Rohde, 2015). The onset of this 

disorder occurs on average between the ages of 6 and 

17 years old (Auerbach et al., 2018; Lo et al., 2017; 

Merikangas et al., 2010; Polanczyk et al., 2015). 

Anxiety disorders in children can occur in various 

forms, such as separation anxiety, social phobia, 

generalized anxiety disorder, panic disorder with or 

without agoraphobia, obsessive-compulsive disorder, 

and specific phobias (Bulbena-Cabre et al., 2019; 

Canadian Mental Health Association, 2002; Rahmani 

& Moheb, 2010). 
Anxiety disorders in childhood have a significant 

influence on the functioning of a child's life if not 

treated early on. Anxiety in Children tends to develop 

and become comorbid with other mental disorders that 

are at risk of inhibiting the function and development 

of children. Conditions that can accompany the anxiety 

include affective disorders, behavior, substances, and 

social disorders, as well as obstacles in completing 

daily tasks. It is also found that there are risks that can 

interfere with the welfare or happiness of children 

(Broeren, Muris, Diamantopoulou, & Baker, 2013; Ip 
et al., 2019; Merikangas et al., 2010; Stulmaker & Ray, 

2015; Waite & Creswell, 2015; Wehbe et al., 2016). 

Behavioral disorders often found in anxious children 

include pressure/withdrawal from social situations, 

especially with peers and also behavior to feelings of 

depression (Bufferd, Dougherty, & Olino, 2019; 

Draghi, Cavalcante Neto, Rohr, Jelsma, & Tudella, 

2019). If children do not get proper treatment, the 

disorder often lasts into adulthood and is closely 

related to a variety of long-term negative outcomes 

(Gordon-Hollingsworth et al., 2015). 

Interventions in cases of anxiety more often use 

cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), but not all are 

effective for application in some children. 

Demographic factors and clinical disorders such as the 

severity of symptoms, disparity in socioeconomic 

status (SES), diagnosis of comorbidity, mood and other 

behavioral disorders can affect anxiety in children 
(Compton et al., 2014; Hudson et al., 2015; Zhu et al., 

2019). This condition indicates the need for research 

and other treatments related to anxiety in children as a 

form of prevention and intervention disorders. In 

addition to play therapy, there is an element of play 

that is characteristic of childhood and is a media that is 

very close to children's daily activities. 

Play therapy is a clinical intervention that is widely 

used and effectively applied, especially to children. 

Play therapy is based on responsive developmental 

interventions but is often criticized for lack of an 

adequate research base to support its growth practices 
(Bratton, Ray, Rhine, & Jones, 2005). Research results 

show that play therapy in children with anxiety 

disorders has been proven to be effective in reducing 

anxiety levels in pre-school and school-age children 

(Rahmani & Moheb, 2010; SHoaakazemi, Javid, 

Tazekand, Rad, & Gholami, 2012). Besides being able 

to reduce anxiety, play therapy can also help improve 

social skills in children with anxiety disorders 

(Mollamohammadi & Yazdkhasti, 2017; Yadav, Raju, 

Mahaveer, Pradesh, & Pradesh, 2018). Play therapy is 

also effective in various ages, sexes, and current 
problems (Bratton & Dafoe, 2015; Bratton et al., 2005). 

Although proven effective, play therapy ranks 

fourth among various anxiety treatments in children 

during the last 50 years before 2015. Play therapy is 

widely used in research settings. Further research is 

needed to improve the effectiveness of therapies 

compared to other therapies that have been widely used, 

such as CBT, family therapy, and group therapy (Higa-

McMillan, Francis, Rith-Najarian, & Chorpita, 2016). 

Before conducting further research, it is important to 

review research related to play therapy used as an 
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intervention in children with anxiety disorders in the 

last five years. This review aims to provide an 

overview of the 15 studies published on international 

journals related to the subject, design, and setting of 

therapy, as well as the types of games used from the 

year 2015 to 2018. The results of the review are 

expected to give recommendations for further research 

so that it can contribute to the development of play 

therapy, especially related to anxiety disorders, both 

practically and theoretically. 

  

Anxiety Disorders  

Anxiety is one of the main reactions of children to 

the dangers that can develop into maladaptive. This is a 

normal reaction to stressful situations or new situations. 

Anxiety is often interpreted as fear, worry, or shame. 

Anxiety consists of three main symptoms, namely 

physiological symptoms, behavior, and cognition or 

mind. Fear is a child's general response to various 

situations and objects that might hurt them. Fear tends 

to be a healthy or adaptive reaction that protects 

children from danger and prepares them for threats, 

often by "fighting or running away." Fear or anxiety 

reactions can be very disturbing and inhibit the child at 

some level (Drewes & Schaefer, 2015, 2018). 

The main categories of anxiety disorders are 

explained in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM-V). The category refers to 

several different disorders, including generalized 

anxiety disorder, panic disorder, phobia, social anxiety 

disorder, and separation anxiety. Anxiety disorders are 

inhibiting and disrupting daily functions. Anxiety can 

be caused by many factors, extends over a long period 

of time, and can interfere with daily functioning 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Wehbe et al., 

2016). 

A large number of children experience excessive 

and/or persistent fear/anxiety responses that greatly 

disrupt their daily functioning. Anxiety disorders are 

associated with a variety of significant psychosocial 

disorders, including social, emotional, and academic 

difficulties. The therapists and parents or caregivers are 

significantly important to recognize anxiety disorders 

in children, as well as the potential long-term 

consequences of these disorders so that they can 

implement interventions that are most appropriate to 

the child's development (Drewes & Schaefer, 2018). 

  

Play Therapy 

Play is the language of children. Through games, 

children express themselves, explore their world, and 

learn. Play can be used as a medium to help therapists 

and caregivers interact with children and help them 

express their feelings and emotions. Play therapy is the 

systematic use of theoretical models to build 

interpersonal processes in which therapists practice 

using the therapeutic power of games to help clients 

prevent or solve various psychological problems of 

children and achieve optimal growth and development 

(Frost, Wortham, & Reifel, 2012a; Naderi, Heidarie, 

Bouron, & Asgari, 2010). Play therapy offers children 

a safe, natural, and non-intrusive method to be free 

from disturbing life events. This can be a useful 

intervention for children who exhibit various 

problematic behaviors such as regression, anxiety, 

extreme anger, aggression and fear (Sen, 2017). Play 

therapy is considered suitable for most children 

regardless of ethnic or cultural background. Besides, 

play therapy can be done individually or in groups. 

Play therapy can be given to children under five years 

old, preschool, up to school-age children (Brotherson, 

2009; Frost et al., 2012). 

Research shows that learning is very good in an 

atmosphere that encourages exploration, discovery, and 

play. Through play activities, children can develop 

knowledge and skills in various ways. Play contributes 

to the development of children by helping them gain 

confidence and mastery, giving them learning 

opportunities and enabling them to interact with the 

world. Play therapy helps children develop their 

confidence and self-skills; this is achieved through 

mastering fear, acquiring skills, and learning new tasks. 

Children release emotions through action, use creative 

thinking to solve problems, learn about themselves and 

get clarity about their lives, feelings and abilities 

(Brotherson, 2009; Frost et al., 2012b). 

  

Method 

Subjects Research 

Children who are the subject of research are in pre-

school and school-age with various anxiety disorders. 

Anxiety disorders found include general anxiety 

disorders, social anxiety, separation anxiety, and 

specific phobias. Anxiety disorders are found in 

children who undergo treatment in hospitals with a 

number reaching 30 to 304 subjects. This was found 

from 9 studies that reviewed more involving children 

with medical situations such as cancer patients (Altay, 

Kilicarslan-Toruner, & Sari, 2017), heart (Coşkuntürk 

& Gözen, 2018) or even patients who were hospitalized 

and preparing for surgery (preparation Al-Yateem & 

Rossiter, 2016; Aydın et al., 2017; Davidson, Satchi, & 

Venkatesan, 2017; Koolaee, Vazifehdar, Bahari, & 

Akbari, 2016; Li, Chung, Ho, & Kwok, 2016; Mon, 

2017; Silva et al., 2017). Children with academic 

anxiety, social anxiety, separation anxiety, and specific 

phobias numbered 30 to 60 subjects in each study. The 

age of the subjects in these studies were five studies 

that used children with preschool age, namely between 

3-6 years old and five other studies, each involving 

school-age children ranging from 6 years to 

adolescents aged 12/13 years old. While four other 

studies using both types of age and 1 study using 

subjects with a greater age than other research subjects, 

children aged 9 to 16 years old. There is no difference 

in therapy between boys and girls. 

Both preschoolers and teenagers will experience 

anxiety when undergoing treatment in the hospital. 

Children who undergo nurses in hospitals have a fairly 

high level of anxiety when facing the treatment process 
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and are accompanied by the appearance of negative 

emotions that can hinder the treatment process. This 

anxiety can be caused by a long treatment process in a 

frightening imagination of pain, separation from 

parents, unpleasant new situations to anxiety that 

comes from their own environment such as parents 

(Altay et al., 2017; Davidson et al., 2017 ; Li et al., 

2016; Silva et al., 2017). By providing play therapy or 

by providing a playroom for children, it can reduce the 

level of anxiety of children. In children with anxiety 

facing surgery, given play therapy both before and after 

surgery has proven to be effective in reducing anxiety, 

besides parents also get the same therapeutic effect 

(Coşkuntürk & Gözen, 2018). Play therapy can reduce 

anxiety in children during treatment at the hospital, 

while at the same time, the level of negative emotions 

and aggression that accompanies anxiety decreases 

significantly (Koolaee et al., 2016; Li et al., 2016). 

Other results show that there is no difference in the 

level of anxiety of children undergoing treatment in the 

hospital whether they are given play therapy or not. 

This could be due to the relatively small number of 

research subjects and the character of the subjects 

chosen were children who had low anxiety levels. In 

cases like this, play therapy is not effective, so it 

requires new research with a greater number of 

subjects and different situations (Silva, et al., 2017). 

Social anxiety was found in 2 studies that were 

accompanied by low self-esteem problems. A child’s 

anxiety level significantly decreases when given play 

therapy. Reduced social anxiety is also followed by an 

increase in self-esteem and social skills of children 

who develop during the play therapy process (Atayi, 

Hashemi Razini, & Hatami, 2018; Mollamohammadi 

& Yazdkhasti, 2017). High anxiety is also found in 

children with academic problems such as poor 

academic performance and learning disabilities 

(Mohammadinia, Fatemi, Nasiri, & Pirnia, 2018; 

Stulmaker & Ray, 2015). 

Separation anxiety and specific phobias were only 

found in 1 study. Play therapy given to children with 

separation anxiety can reduce the symptoms of the 

disorder as a form of transfer to the mother as a close 

figure to the child (Nasab & Goudarzvand, 2015), 

whereas children with specific phobias experienced 

significant changes. Symptoms of phobia and anxiety 

of parents no longer meet the criteria for clinical 

diagnosis of specific phobias three months after 

therapy is given (Farrell, Kershaw, & Ollendick, 2018). 

In addition, the articles that have been reviewed 

have not found any play treatment given to children 

with a number of single subjects. It seems that play 

therapy is more effective when conducted in the 

context of group play involving many subjects. Playing 

children can develop themselves by increasing other 

skills such as social skills and academic performance 

for school-age children, which are closely related to 

children's anxiety problems. Besides, play therapy can 

be carried out both in social, academic contexts and in 

the medical environment of children who experience 

anxiety during treatment in the hospital. Based on the 

above explanation, it is known that play therapy is 

effective in reducing anxiety levels in children, but 

further research is still needed, especially with more 

specific subject variations. 

 

Design and setting research 

The dominant design used in research on play 

therapy in children with anxiety disorders is an 

experimental study with pre-test and post-test design 

using a control group. This study involved two groups: 

an experimental group that was given intervention in 

the form of play therapy and a control group that was 

not given an intervention. Through this design, 

researchers can see the effect of treatment by 

comparing the treatment results of the experimental 

group after being given therapy with a group that did 

not get any play therapy. The results obtained will be 

more accurate by comparing the results before and 

after being given therapy in each study group (Latipun, 

2015). Research on play therapy for children with 

anxiety disorders has not yet found the use of 

qualitative case study research designs. 

Based on this description, research on play therapy 

is mostly done in the form of experiments to see the 

effectiveness of play as one of the treatments used to 

treat children with anxiety disorders. 

 The play therapy settings used in research on 

anxiety disorders are generally categorized as school 

settings, playrooms, and patient halls. Therapy can 

involve many parties such as therapists, teachers, 

parents, peers, or other children with the same 

problems placed in the control group. Play therapy is 

given as a form of intervention in the form of play 

treatment, which is carried out in several sessions with 

different frequency and duration of time. Generally, the 

play therapy session is carried out more than two 

sessions with a duration of 30-60 minutes for several 

days. In certain cases, one can be done with a longer 

duration of time or with many sessions with the same 

time duration. In the case of separation anxiety, play 

therapy was carried out for one session for 10 hours. 

Children who experience high anxiety during their stay 

in the hospital undergo therapy sessions 1 to 10 

sessions during the treatment period. In children with 

social and academic anxiety problems, 8-10 sessions 

are conducted for one week by combining children's 

games and subjects or activities. 

  

The Types of Play 

The play used in the administration of therapy in 

children with anxiety disorders is quite diverse to suit 

the child's development. The play uses puppets, clay, 

sand, and figures of children and animals widely used 

in children of preschool age. Whereas in school-aged 

children up to teenagers, the paly uses games such as 

drawing, ball games, fairy tales, drawing and writing, 

card games, and games. The various types of playing 

used indicate that many types of play can be used as 

therapeutic tools. 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 395

83



The function of the game in conducting play 

therapy is as a medium and symbol for children to 

express themselves and learn. Play gives children a 

sense of being able and able to solve problems and 

master new experiences and ideas so that they can help 

to build self-confidence and achievement (Drewes & 

Schaefer, 2015, 2018). This shows that play therapy 

can also be used in children who experience anxiety 

associated with poor academic performance. Various 

types of play that help support the development of 

children with a variety of skills obtained through play 

activities. Playing that involves physical and sensory 

activity help develop children's sensorimotor abilities. 

Physical games include balls, jump rope, rickshaws, 

scooters, and boxes, while sensory games (touching, 

listening, seeing, smelling, or tasting) comprise water 

toys, musical instruments, bubble pipes, beads and 

ropes, and puzzles. Games to enhance creativity 

contain clay or crayons, paint, colored paper, paste, and 

scissors. Social games consist of dolls with washable 

clothes, adult clothes, cars, airplanes, and dollhouses, 

while constructive games involve blocks and boxes. 

Each game also has different benefits according to the 

characteristics of the game (Bratton & Dafoe, 2015; 

Frost et al., 2012; Naderi et al., 2010). 

The game used in play therapy can be used as an 

intervention medium that is suitable for the child's 

world, which is synonymous with play activities. 

Playing has been proven to be effective in reducing 

anxiety in children and helping to develop a variety of 

skills that support children's development. 

  

Conclusion 

Effective play therapy is used as an intervention to 

reduce anxiety disorders in children. The types of 

games used are quite varied depending on the type, age, 

and level of development of the child. Playing various 

types of therapeutic games can be given to children in 

various discussions such as social, academic, to 

medical. In addition to reducing feelings of addiction, 

play therapy can also reduce negative intelligence, 

increase efficiency, increase self-esteem, and improve 

the academic performance of children with anxiety 

disorders. 
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