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Abstract

One of the most common mental disorders in childhood is emotional disorders. This study aimed to
investigate the effect of Unified Protocol Transdiagnostic treatment on improving the behavioral problems
of children with generalized anxiety disorder and emotional irritability of children with disruptive mood
disorder. The present study was a single-case experimental design of the multiple baseline design with 6
different subjects (3 children with generalized anxiety disorder and 3 children with disruptive mood
dysregulation disorder), which was carried out during 15 treatment sessions and two 2-month follow-up
periods. The tools used included the Child's Behavior List parent form (CBCL) (Achenbach & Rescorla,
2001) and the Emotional Irritability Scale (Stringaris et al ,2012). The data were analyzed using the methods
of visual drawing in Excel software version 2010, index of stable change, and percentage of improvement.
The results showed that the effect of integrated transdiagnostic treatment in reducing the severity of the
treatment goals (child behavior list scores and emotional irritability scale) in children with generalized
anxiety disorder and disruptive mood dysregulation disorder during the treatment period and after treatment
is clinically significant and therapeutic gains were maintained in two 2-month follow-up periods. According
to the findings of this research, it can be concluded that transdiagnostic integrated treatment is effective in
improving children's emotional disorders (internalization), and therefore, the use of this method is
recommended to specialists in this field of treatment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Emotional disorders, characterized by internalizing emotions and mood disturbances (e.g., sadness,
fear), significantly impair daily life by compelling unwanted behaviors (Barlow et al., 2011). These
issues can escalate to severe problems like social withdrawal and suicidal ideation (Smith, 2018). In
children under 13, anxiety (6.6%) is common (Canals et al., 2012). Disruptive Mood Dysregulation
Disorder, introduced in DSM-5 (2013), is critical childhood emotional disorder, defined by severe
emotional irritability (Brotman et al., 2017). DMDD predicts future anxiety and functional impairments
(Vidal-Ribas et al., 2016). While general prevalence is unclear (Sabri, 2022), it affects 22% of children
in psychiatric clinics (Benares et al., 2020). Irritability, a core feature of DMDD (APA, 2013) and a
common reason for seeking mental health services, is linked to significant functional impairment and
negative long-term outcomes (Brenden et al., 2023).

Cognitive-behavioral therapy is an established non-pharmacological treatment for childhood
emotional disorders (Freeman et al., 2018). However, high comorbidity among disorders (Garber &
Weersing, 2010) presents a challenge for disorder-specific CBT. To address this, transdiagnostic unified
treatments have emerged, offering benefits like reduced training costs and improved client satisfaction
(Marchette & Weisz, 2017). Meta-analyses support their effectiveness for anxiety and depression in
adults (Garcia-Escalera et al., 2016) and children (Garcia-Escalera et al., 2016).

The Unified Protocol for Transdiagnostic Treatment of Emotional Disorders in Children (UP-C)
(Ehrenreich-May et al., 2017) is a promising transdiagnostic intervention, with established efficacy in
adults (Sakiris & Berle, 2019; Cassiello-Robbins et al., 2020) and promising results for children's
anxiety and depressive symptoms (Ehrenreich-May & Bilek, 2012). Recent meta-analyses confirm its
effectiveness (Cassiello-Robbins et al., 2020; Caiado et al., 2022), with numerous studies supporting its
efficacy across age groups for anxiety, emotion regulation, and empathy (Kennedy et al., 2019; Lovaas
et al., 2019, 2020; Fujisato et al., 2021; Osmani & Shokri, 2019). UP-C is more established than other
transdiagnostic treatments (Garcia-Escalera et al., 2016).

This study aimed to adapt and evaluate the feasibility and initial efficacy of an Iranian version of the UP-
C for children (8-10 years old) with GAD and DMDD. We hypothesized that participants would show
clinically significant improvement in behavioral problems and emotional irritability after treatment and
during follow-up. This research is significant due to limited studies on transdiagnostic treatment for anxiety
and particularly DMDD in children, especially outside Iran. Specifically, we investigated if UP-C affects: 1)
behavioral problems in children with GAD, and 2) emotional irritability in children with DMDD.
Methodology
This study utilized a single-case experimental design with a multiple baseline design, continuously

measuring outcomes in six purposefully selected children (8-10 years old) from Shahrekord, Iran. Three



participants had GAD, and three had DMDD. Diagnoses were confirmed via multi-dimensional
assessments, including DSM-5 (2013) structured diagnostic interviews, psychiatrist and psychologist
evaluations, and parent-reported Child Behavior Checklist and Emotional Irritability Scale.

Measurement Instruments included the Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001) for
internalizing problems and the Emotional Irritability Scale (Stringaris et al., 2012), a parent-report scale
for DMDD-related irritability.

Procedure and Data Analysis: After participant selection and cognitive ability assessment (Raven's
Progressive Matrices Test), parents attended a training session on collaboration and scheduling, ensuring
informed consent and confidentiality. For baseline, mothers completed questionnaires thrice at 7-day
intervals. During intervention, they completed them six times (every three sessions). For follow-up, they
completed them twice at 2-month intervals. The UP-C (Ehrenreich-May et al., 2017) was adapted for
individual, 15-week, 15 two-hour joint child-parent sessions by the first author, incorporating instruction,
play, techniques, and homework. Protocol content was rigorously reviewed and pilot-tested for effective
delivery. Data analysis used visual inspection, reliable change index, and clinical significance, employing

descriptive statistics, graphing, and percentage of improvement across all phases.

Results and Discussion

At baseline, Child Behavior Checklist subscale scores for all three GAD participants were stable. During
the intervention phase, a decreasing trend was observed across all subscales, indicating improvement
that stably persisted through the follow-up period. This confirms a positive shift from baseline.

The clinical significance of these changes was notable. Post-intervention, the percentage of improvement
for Withdrawal ranged from 50% to 64.7%, Bodily Complaints from 75% to 86.20%, and Anxiety-
Depression from 65.51% to 83.33%. Total Internalizing Behavioral Problems improved by 68% to 79.77%.
These gains were sustained at follow-up (e.g., Bodily Complaints overall 86.29%). According to Blanchard
& Schwars' (1988) classification, the UP-C falls into the "successful treatment" category (>50%) during both
intervention and follow-up. This indicates that UP-C effectively reduced GAD symptom severity, with
therapeutic gains maintained for four months. These findings align with previous research supporting UP-
C's effectiveness for anxiety disorders (Kennedy et al., 2019; Lovaas et al., 2020).

UP-C's effectiveness for GAD in children can be attributed to several factors. First, the protocol
integrates techniques like cognitive appraisal, self-regulation, emotional exposure, and body sensation
awareness, which have consistently reduced internalizing behavioral problems. Second, UP-C fosters
emotional awareness through mindfulness, teaching children that all emotions are normal and necessary,
rather than suppressing them. Third, Patients learn to identify triggers, consequences, negative cognitive

appraisals, and physical sensations. This skill, directly impacting internalizing behavioral disorders.
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For children with DMDD, the UP-C significantly reduced emotional irritability. Baseline scores were
stable, followed by a decreasing trend during the intervention and sustained improvements at follow-up.
Post-intervention, overall improvement on the Emotional Irritability Scale was 84.7%, maintained at
80.8% at follow-up. This places UP-C in the "successful treatment" category (Blanchard & Schwars,
1988), with parents reporting clear psychological improvement.

While direct comparisons for UP-C's effectiveness in DMDD are limited, its efficacy stems from its
cognitive focus on reality-testing cognitive distortions rather than just metacognitive beliefs (Kennedy et al.,
2020). UP-C fosters flexible thinking, helping children avoid impulsive responses, leading to significant
reductions in core DMDD symptoms like irritability and aggression. Crucially, parent training enabled
parents to understand and appropriately respond to their children's emotions, fostering empathy and
improving the children's self-monitoring and self-control. These collective changes target DMDD's central

symptoms, suggesting UP-C is an effective for children with internalizing emotional disorders.

Conclusion

This study provides strong evidence that the Unified Protocol for Transdiagnostic Treatment is an
effective intervention, yielding valuable and sustained improvements over time for children with
internalizing emotional disorders. While further research is always beneficial, we recommend that child
therapists consider using this transdiagnostic approach for children presenting with a broad spectrum of

internalizing psychopathology.
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