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This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of trauma-focused cognitive-
behavioral therapy on alexithymia and complex posttraumatic stress disorder in
foster children. This study was a quasi-experimental study with an experimental
group and a control group and was conducted as a pre-test, post-test, and one-
month follow-up. The study population consisted of 9 to 11-year-old girls living
in foster care in Isfahan in 2023. Considering the inclusion and exclusion criteria
and using the convenience sampling method, two foster care, each consisting of
10 children, were selected as the intervention and control groups. The International
Trauma (ITQ) and Alexithymia Questionnaire for Children (CAM) was used to
collect data. The trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy intervention
was conducted over 10 weekly sessions—individually for the children and in a
group format for the caregivers. Data analysis was performed using the mixed
multivariate analysis of variance method using SPSS software, version 27. The
results showed that trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy significantly
reduced complex post-traumatic stress and alexithymia in the subjects in the post-
test phase, and this reduction was maintained until the follow-up phase. The
findings also showed that the effect of treatment on reducing complex post-
traumatic stress in foster children was greater than that of alexithymia.
Accordingly, it can be said that trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy can
be considered as an effective treatment for some psychological disorders of foster
children.
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The effectiveness of trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy on alexithymia and complex post-
traumatic stress disorder in Girls Foster children

Extended Abstract
Aim

Foster children reside in welfare centers that are responsible for caring for and raising orphaned/abused children
(Soltani et al., 2024). The most common mental health problems of these children include major depression,
oppositional defiant disorder/conduct disorder (Engler et al., 2022), alexithymia, and complex posttraumatic stress
disorder (CPTSD) (Moussavi et al., 2024). As acknowledged, emotional alexithymia is one of the mental health
problems of children in foster care, which is characterized by a disorder in the ability to understand and
acknowledge emotions as a multidimensional (Putica, 2024). Another mental health problem of foster children
that was mentioned is post-traumatic stress disorder, which is complex and characterized by clusters of symptoms
of post-traumatic stress disorder and three clusters of symptoms related to disorders in self-organization, including
negative self-concept, affective dysregulation, and relationship disorders (Fung et al., 2024).

Skill-based therapies, such as Trauma-Focused Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (TF-CBT) (Cohen et. al, 2012),
may be appropriate for children with alexithymia. The compulsive nature and external focus of these individuals
make it easier to follow structured exercises and behavioral recommendations (Putica, 2024). This therapy can
help children with alexithymia improve their ability to identify, describe, and regulate emotions (Rezaei et al.,
2022; Vermaghani et.al, 2018). Trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy has been used successfully for
children with a variety of traumatic experiences and those with complex posttraumatic stress disorder (Jensen et
al., 2022). Accordingly, the present study was conducted by adding to the richness of the research literature and
with the aim of determining the effectiveness of Trauma-Focused Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy on alexithymia
and complex post-traumatic stress disorder in foster children.

Methodology

The present study was conducted using a quasi-experimental method with an experimental group and a control
group and evaluated as a pre-test/post-test and a one-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of 9-
11 year-old girls living in foster care in Isfahan in 2023. The desired sample was selected using the available
method. Finally, two foster cares were selected as trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy groups and control
(waiting list) groups, each group consisting of 10 children.

The inclusion criteria were:

1. living in foster care,

2. being 9 to 11 years old,

3.not receiving psychological therapy or psychological drug treatments at the time of the study,
4.the child's willingness to participate in the study,

5. the guardian's consent for the child's participation in the study.

The exclusion criteria included:

1.If the participant missed at least two treatment sessions

Research tools include:

1. Children’s Alexithymia Measure (CAM): Developed by Way et al. (2010), To be completed by a parent or
caregiver who knows the child, paper-and-pencil instrument. This scale has a unidimensional factor structure
and does not have subscales (Hobson& van den Bedem, 2021).

2. International Trauma Questionnaire (ITQ): Developed by Cloitre et al. (2018), this self-report, paper-and-
pencil instrument (Haselgruber et al., 2021).
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Intervention Protocol: Trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy for foster children settings was
conducted in 10 sessions, one session per week, individually for children (60 minutes) and in groups for
caregivers (90 minutes), by the first author in foster care. The training in each session was based on pencil
and paper assignments, workbooks, and discussions, and was based on addressing emotions and using the
connection between emotions, thoughts, and behavior. The control group did not receive treatment, but in
order to maintain ethics in the research, this group was placed on a waiting list and received treatment after
the end of the study. Data Analysis: The results were presented in the form of descriptive and inferential
findings. In the descriptive section, the mean and standard deviation of the research variables were reported.
In the inferential section, a 2x3 mixed multivariate analysis of variance was used to test the research
hypotheses. SPSS software version 27 was used for data analysis.

Findings

In order to control for type I error, first, a multivariate mixed analysis of variance test was performed using Wilks'
lambda statistic. The results showed that the group effect (A=0.462, F= (2, 4.757), p=0.047, 2n=0.238), the time
effect (A=0.303, F= (4.614), p<0.001, 2n=0.697) and most importantly the interaction effect between them
(2=0.219, F= (4.737), p<0.001, 21=0.781) were significant. In order to explore the results of the multivariate test,
univariate mixed analysis of variance tests was performed.

The results show that in the posttraumatic stress variable, all three effects of time (F = (1.2, 8.20) = 810.27, p <
0.001, 2n = 0.607), group effect (F = (1.18) =402.5, p =0.032, 21 =0.231), and most importantly, the interaction
effect between them (F = (1.2, 8.20) = 4958.058, p < 0.001, 2n = 0.732) were significant. In the variable of
emotional alexithymia, the effect of time (F = (4.306, 1.3, 4.25), p = 0.048, 21 = 0.122), the effect of group (F =
(1.18, 4.511, 1.8, 4.043), and most importantly, the interaction effect between them (F = (4.855, 1.8, 4.25), p =
0.018, 2n = 0.245) were significant. Given the significance of the interaction effects between group and time in
both variables, the simple effects of the factors of time and group were examined using the Bonferroni post hoc
test and were reported in the table1 below.

Tablel. Pairwise comparison of mean scores of complex posttraumatic stress and alexithymia by assessment stage

. Means compared Mean Standard . . Cohen's
Variable difference error significance d

Post-test Pre-test -11/400 1/390 <0/001 -1/177

CPTSD Follow-up Pre-test -12/400 1/284 <0/001 -1/246
Follow-up Post-test -1/000 0/445 0/037 -0/159

Post-test Pre-test -5/500 1/822 0/007 -0/984

Alexithymia Follow-up Pre-test -3/000 1/827 0/005 -0/485
Follow-up Post-test 2/500 0/766 0/118 0/419

According to Table 1, within-group comparisons show that the mean scores of complex posttraumatic stress in the
treatment group were 11.4 points lower at posttest and 12.4 points lower at follow-up than at pretest (p<0.001).
These results indicate the effectiveness of the treatment in reducing complex posttraumatic stress.

In alexithymia, within-group comparisons show that the mean scores of this variable in the treatment group were
5.5 points lower at posttest and 3.0 points lower at follow-up than at pretest (p<0.01). These results indicate the
effectiveness of the treatment in reducing alexithymia. Finally, the effect sizes indicate that the effect of the
treatment on reducing complex post-traumatic stress was greater than that on alexithymia.

Conclusion

The aim of the present study was to investigate the effectiveness of trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy
on alexithymia and complex posttraumatic stress disorder in foster children .The first finding showed that trauma-
focused cognitive-behavioral therapy was effective in reducing emotional alexithymia, and this effect was
maintained at the follow-up stage. The closest studies to the present study that are consistent with the results of
the first finding of the present study include those by Gohari et al. (2023), Putica (2024), and Tsubaki and Shimizu
(2024).
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Studies have shown that foster children with alexithymia settings do not have the ability to use emotions for
adaptive coping and their arousal state remains active (Moussavi et al., 2024). On the other hand, the results
obtained can be explained based on attachment theory because alexithymia is usually associated with insecure
attachment (Boisjoli & Hébert, 2020). Therefore, it seems that active presence and training in parenting skills for
caregivers, who are actually substitute parents for children in pseudo-family settings, is a promising way to
improve this disorder.

The second finding showed that trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy was effective in reducing symptoms
of complex posttraumatic stress disorder, and this effect was maintained at follow-up. The results of the present
study are consistent with the findings of studies by Reed et al. (2021), Ross et al. (2020), Murphy et al. (2021),
Putica (2024), and Ghazizadeh (2019) based on the effectiveness of trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy
on complex posttraumatic stress disorder.

Based on the results of studies conducted on trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy, this therapy is an
effective treatment for reducing the symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder, which shares symptoms (here and
now re-experiencing, avoidance, and a sense of present threat) with complex posttraumatic stress disorder (Putica,
2024). Therefore, it is not far-fetched to expect that this therapy will also reduce the symptoms of complex
posttraumatic stress disorder.

The final finding showed that the effect of trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy on reducing complex
posttraumatic stress disorder was greater than that of alexithymia. It is important to note that, based on the research
background, trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral therapy was initially designed for people with posttraumatic
stress disorder and then applied to other people with various types of traumatic experiences (Cohen et al., 2012).
This makes this treatment a specific treatment for disorders that are cognate with posttraumatic stress disorder
according to the 11th edition of the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) (Kliethermes et al., 2025),
and therefore the relative superiority of this treatment in reducing symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder can
be justified.

In fact, the aim of this study in the applied field is to provide effective treatment strategies for some common and
underlying psychological problems of children with traumatic experiences. Considering the negative consequences
of alexithymia and complex posttraumatic stress disorder in the social, behavioral, emotional, and physical
domains that affect the child's overall functioning, should be paid to identifying the types of treatment and
elements that can be more effective in reducing the effects of alexithymia and complex posttraumatic stress
disorder in foster children, and the present study has addressed the importance of this issue from a clinical and
research perspective.

However, the present study also had some limitations. The sample size was small and only included girls. Some
of the supervisors of the foster care present in the study were not willing to participate fully, and accordingly, the
researcher could not use random assignment in determining the intervention and control groups.

It is suggested that future studies should also examine the effectiveness of trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral
therapy on other psychological variables related to the mental health of foster children. It is also suggested that
longitudinal and qualitative studies be conducted. In addition, training in trauma-focused cognitive-behavioral
therapy for psychologists of foster care is suggested as a practical solution.

Keywords: alexithymia, cognitive-behavioral therapy, complex post-traumatic stress disorder, Foster children
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