Zhong et al. BMIC Public Health (2021) 21:1063

https://doi.org/10.1186/512889-021-11118-8 BMC Pubhc Health

RESEARCH Open Access

Risk and protective factors for anxiety ®
during COVID-19 pandemic

Jingyi Zhong'?", Chenghui Zhong'*", Lan Qiu'~, Jiayi Li'? Jiayi Lai'? Wenfeng Lu"? Shuguang Wang'?,
Jiacai Zhong'?, Jing Zhao'*? and Yun Zhou'*’

Check for
updates

Abstract

Background: Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) is a global pandemic and an anxiety-provoking event. There are
few studies to identify potential risk and protective factors related to anxiety during COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods: We collected information on demographic data and lifestyles by a web-based survey of 19,802
participants from 34 provinces in China during COVID-19 pandemic. Level of anxiety was evaluated using the Self-
Rating Anxiety Scale. We used ordinal multivariable logistic regression to estimate the associations of anxiety level
with potential risk and protective factors. We further developed a new score to simplify the assessment of anxiety
during COVID-19 crisis.

Results: Among 19,802 participants, we found that those who were front-line medical personnel, suffered from
chronic disease, with present symptoms of SARS-CoV-2 infection or contact history had 112, 93, 40 and 15%
increased risk of higher anxiety level; while those with knowledge about personal protective measures or wore
masks had 75 and 29% lower risk of higher anxiety level respectively. We developed a risk score by calculating the
sum of single score of 17 factors. Each one increase of the risk score was associated with a 297% increase in anxiety
index score. In categorical analysis, low risk (the risk score between 1 to 2), the moderate risk group (the risk score
of 3) and high risk group (the risk score = 4) had —0.40 (95% Cl: — 1.55, 0.76), 1.44 (95% Cl: 0.27, 2.61) and 9.18 (95%
Cl: 8.04, 10.33) increase in anxiety index score, and 26% (95% Cl: — 7, 72%), 172% (95% Cl: 100, 270%), and 733%
(95% Cl: 516, 1026%) higher risk of anxiety respectively, when compared with the very low risk group (the risk score
of 0). The AUC was 0.73 (95% Cl, 0.72, 0.74) for the model fitted the developed risk score, with the cut-off point of
35.

Conclusions: These findings revealed protective and risk factors associated with anxiety, and developed a simple
method of identifying people who are at an increased risk of anxiety during COVID-19 pandemic.
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Background

COVID-19 outbreak that occurred since December 2019
has become one of the greatest threats to global public
health. According to the report from the World Health
Organization (WHO), more than 127 million people
across the globe have been infected, causing 2.7 million
deaths since January, 2020 [1]. The COVID-19 pandemic
and resulting economic downturn have negatively af-
fected mental health. In a recent Kaiser Family Founda-
tion (KFF) poll, 45% of US adults reported mental health
problems due to worry and stress during the COVID-19
crisis [2]. Previous studies suggested that the prevalence
of depressive symptoms was 20.1% in a Chinese popula-
tion during the first month of a widely implemented
quarantine due to COVID-19, which is much higher
than previous reports on the lifetime rate of depressive
symptoms (6.8%) [3]. Previous studies have reported that
the Chinese have a wide range of mental health prob-
lems during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as depres-
sion, stress, panic, anger, insomnia, PTSD, and suicidal
behavior [4-7].

Anxiety is a prominent mental health problem that oc-
curred in disaster events [8]. Compared to a natural dis-
aster or welfare event (i.e., earthquake or terrorist
attack), disaster events from emerging infectious diseases
might cause anxiety not only due to the extremely high
morbidity and mortality, but also due to the measures
taken to secure public health. For example, isolation,
quarantine, social distancing and community contain-
ment may lead to negative social and economic conse-
quences on communities as well as public health worries
[9]. Persistently mental disorders may cause post trau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD) or acute stress reaction (also
known as acute stress disorder) after life-threatening
events, or adjustment disorder triggered by an identifiable
and stressful life change [10]. Therefore, protective inter-
ventions on anxiety are necessary during the COVID-19
crisis when we focus on the treatment and control of
physical damage caused by SARS-CoV-2. Assessing the
risk and protective factors that contribute to anxiety helps
practitioners select appropriate interventions. Previous
studies have reported that front-line medical personnel,
chronic disease, and contact history were associated with
increased risk of anxiety during an epidemic [11-13], but
limited evidence for COVID-19 to date.

Therefore, we conducted a web-based study to collect
information on demographic data and lifestyles, and to
assess the levels of anxiety among 19,802 participants in
China during the early outbreak of COVID-19. Associa-
tions between potential factors and mental health were
estimated to identify the risk and protective factors. We
further calculated a score of multivariate factors to as-
sess the effect of combinations of multivariate factors on
anxiety.
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Methods

Study population

We used Sojump, a professional online questionnaire
survey platform to collect information on demographics,
lifestyles and risk factors for COVID-19.This study was
conducted among 20,102 participants from 34 provinces
in China during January, 2020 by a web-based investiga-
tion. All participants included in this analysis were all re-
cruited according to the following inclusion criteria: 1)
residents aged 14-55years, who can fully understand
the questions; 2) those who could use a smartphone to
complete the standardized questionnaires voluntarily
participated in this study; 3) those who answered the
questionnaire for more than 100 s. After excluding those
who reported invalid information on date, such as the
date before the outbreak of COVID-19 or beyond the
date of filling out the form, whose data was unable to
ensure its authenticity, or those with outliers on age (<
1% or>99%), therefore 19,802 participants included in
the final analysis. To fill in the form, the subjects were
first asked to clearly state that they agreed to participant
in the investigation. All participants provided written in-
formed consent.

Variates

Variates were collected by a web-based investigation,
covering information on demographic and socioeco-
nomics, lifestyles including age, sex, body mass index
(BMI), race, smoking status, drinking status, chronic dis-
eases (including hypertension, hyperlipidemia, diabetes,
asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD),
chronic bronchitis, heart disease, gout, thyroid nodules,
thyroid cancer, and lung cancer), and present symptoms
of SARS-CoV-2 infection (including fever, cough, runny
nose, sore throat, shortness of breath, fatigue, nasal con-
gestion, headache, vomiting and diarrhea), and regular
physical activity, etc. Regular physical activity was de-
fined as exercise regularly within the recent six months
[14]. Current smoker was defined as an adult who has
smoked 100 cigarettes in his or her lifetime and who
currently smokes cigarettes, and former smoker was de-
fined as an adult who has smoked at least 100 cigarettes
in his or her lifetime but who had quit smoking at the
time of interview. Individual who had never smoked, or
who had smoked less than 100 cigarettes in his or her
lifetime was defined as non-smoker [15]. Current
drinker was defined as at least 12 drinks in past year;
former drinking was defined as any one year in lifetime
but no drinks in past year; while non-drinker was de-
fined as fewer than 12 drinks in lifetime [16]. BMI was
calculated by dividing self-reported weight in kilograms
by height in meters squared. Each participant’s chronic
disease history information was collected by asking the
question “Have you ever been diagnosed with any
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diseases including hypertension, hyperlipidemia, dia-
betes, asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
(COPD), chronic bronchitis, heart disease, gout, thyroid
nodules, thyroid cancer and lung cancer?”

Anxiety status assessment

We used Self-Rating Anxiety Scale (SAS), a self-report
scale developed by Zung [17], to assess anxiety symptom
using 20 self-report items. There are 15 items worded
symptomatically positive rated on a 4—1 scale (“a little of
the time,” “some of the time,” “good part of the time,”
and “most of the time”), and 5 items symptomatically
negative rated on a 1-4 scale. A standardized scoring al-
gorithm is used to define symptoms of anxiety, with an
original raw score range of 20-80. The original raw
score cut-off of 40 we used would be most appropriate
when the SAS is used in research [18, 19]. The raw score
is then converted to an index score by multiplying 1.25.
In the Chinese public, the index score has the following
4 categories [4]: the index score of “<50,” “50-59,” “60—
69,” and “z 70” were defined as “normal,” “mild anxiety,”
“moderate anxiety,” and “severe anxiety.” The scale also
showed high internal consistency and good reliability
(Cronbach’s alpha was .95).

» o«

Statistical analysis

We applied summary statistics to describe baseline char-
acteristics and anxiety level of all participants. Ordinal
multivariable logistic regression analyses were performed
to estimate various risk and protective factors. We en-
tered all variables in the first logistic regression model.
Odds ratio (OR) and 95% confidence interval (CI) of
anxiety associated with significant factors in the first
model were estimated in the second logistic regression
model. Points were attributed to the variables in the sec-
ond model. The risk score was calculated by summing
up the single score of each factor, which can also present
the number of anxiety related factors for each partici-
pant (i.e. one who had the risk score of three means that
they had three anxiety-related factors). The risk scores
were grouped into scores of 0 (very low risk), 1-2 (low
risk), 3 (moderate risk), and > 4 (high risk).

An analysis of variance (ANOVA) and a chi-square
test were used to compare the average anxiety index
score and percentage of anxiety of the four groups. Both
linear regression models and logistic regression models
were used to estimate the association of developed risk
score with anxiety index score and the risk of anxiety re-
spectively. To further investigate whether the developed
risk score can predict anxiety, we calculated the area
under curve (AUC). P-values were 2-sided and consid-
ered statistically significant at less than .05. Analyses
were performed by SPSS version 22.0 (https://www.ibm.
com/products/software, RRID: SCR_002865), and image
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analyses were conducted with R Project for Statistical
Computing version 3.6.0 (http://www.r-project.org/,
RRID:SCR_001905), RStudio version 4.0.2 (http://www.
rstudio.com/, RRID:SCR_000432), Microsoft Excel ver-
sion 2019 (https://www.microsoft.com/en-gb/, RRID:
SCR_016137) and ArcMap version 10.2 (https://desktop.
arcgis.com/zh-cn/arcmap/).

Patient and public involvement

Because this study used existing epidemiological data, it
was not appropriate to involve patients or the public in
the research.

Results

Participant characteristics

All participants were from 34 provinces and approxi-
mately a half (n=10,459) were from Guangdong Prov-
ince, Hebei Province, and Shanxi Province (Fig. 1). The
mean (SD) age of the 19,802 participants were 25.3 (8.1)
years, ranging from 14 to 55, including 51.1% (n =10,
121) men, 4.9% (n=964) front-line medical personnel,
10.6% (n=2096) self-employed, 2.8% (n=558) with
chronic disease, 15.2% (n=3004) with contact history,
87.5% (n=17,334) are characterized as non-smokers,
73.9% (n=14,629) as non-drinker, and 2.2% (n=436)
exposed to wild animals. Characteristics and anxiety
levels of the participants were summarized in Tables 1
and 2. Overall, 15,277 (77.1%) participants were without
anxiety, while 2157 (10.9%), 1268 (6.4%) and 1100 (5.6%)
participants had mild, moderate, and severe levels of
anxiety respectively. Characteristics of participants with
different levels of anxiety are also presented in Table S1.

Risk and protective factors associated with anxiety level
There are 17 factors with significance in the first multi-
variate logistic regression model (Table S2). In the sec-
ond multivariate logistic regression analysis, we found
that participants aged 25-35years, males, former
smokers or drinkers, or those who were front-line med-
ical personnel, self-employed, exposed to wild animals,
or had chronic disease, suspicion of SARS-CoV-2 infec-
tion, present symptoms of SARS-CoV-2 infection, regu-
lar physical activity, contact history, or met relatives or
friends coming from Hubei in the past month were sig-
nificantly associated with 48, 40, 21, 17, 112, 62, 31, 93,
66, 40, 37, 15, 23% respectively increased risk of anxiety,
while those aged 14-24, wore masks or had knowledge
about personal protective measures were associated with
33, 29, 75% respectively decline in risk of anxiety
(Table 3).

We evaluated the contribution of each factor to the
model by calculating the standardized coefficients, which
can make the effect of factors on anxiety comparable
(Fig. 2). Knowledge about personal protective measures
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(p=-1.38) contributed most to the risk of anxiety, fol-
lowing by front-line medical personnel (p = 0.75), chronic
disease ( = 0.66), suspicion of SARS-CoV-2 infection ( =
0.51), self-employed (p = 0.48), age (14—24: = - 0.40; 25—
35: B =0.39), race (p = - 0.37), wearing masks ( = - 0.37),
sex (B = 0.34), present symptoms of SARS-CoV-2 infection
(p =0.33), regular physical activity (= 0.31), exposure to
wild animals (B =0.27), meeting relatives or friends com-
ing from Hubei in the past month (f=0.21), former
smoking (B =0.19), gatherings and meetings (= - 0.19),
drinking (B = 0.15), and contact history (3 = 0.14).

Risk score development
The risk score was created using the single score from
the statistically significant 17 factors in the final model
(Table S3). All participants were further divided into
four groups by the risk score of 0, 1-2, 3, and > 4. Anx-
iety index score and the percentage of anxiety signifi-
cantly increased with the risk score group of 0 (very low
risk), 1-2 (low risk), 3 (moderate risk), and >4 (high
risk) (average anxiety index score: 35.8, 35.4, 37.3 and
45.0 respectively; percentage of anxiety: 7.6, 9.3, 17.9 and
38.9%, respectively) (Figure S1 and Figure S2).
Continuous analysis by linear regression models
showed that each one-point increase in risk score was
associated with a 2.97 (95% CI: 2.86, 3.09) increase in
anxiety index score. In categorical analysis, we also
found the moderate risk group and high risk group had
a 1.44 (95% CI: 0.27, 2.61) and 9.18 (95% CI: 8.04, 10.33)
increase in anxiety index score, when compared with the
very low risk group.

Compared with those in very low risk, participants in
low risk, moderate risk, and high risk group had 26%
(95% CL -7.4, 72%), 172% (95% CIL: 100, 270%), and
733% (95% CI: 516, 1026%) higher risk of higher anxiety
level respectively (Table 4). We further attempt to de-
velop risk score as a potential predictor of anxiety by
generating ROC (Fig. 3). We found that the AUC was
0.73 (95% CI: 0.72, 0.74) for model with the developed
risk score, with the cut-off point of 3.5.

Discussion
In this study, we found that those who were front-line
medical personnel, suffered from chronic disease, with
present symptoms of SARS-CoV-2 infection or contact
history had 112, 93, 40 and 15% increased risk of higher
anxiety level; while those with knowledge about personal
protective measures or wore masks had 75 and 29%
lower risk of higher anxiety level respectively. We devel-
oped a risk score to assess the total effect of observed
significant factors on anxiety and found that each one
increase of the risk score was associated with increase in
anxiety index score, as well as increased risk of anxiety.
There are over 127 million confirmed cases of
COVID-19 across the globe. In addition to physical in-
juries caused by SARS-CoV-2 infections, psychological
injuries should also be concerned. As COVID-19 is a
novel coronavirus disease, there was few evidence on the
risk and protective factors for anxiety. Several factors as-
sociated with anxiety symptoms were reported in several
studies [20-22]. For example, physical exercise and
smoking status were linked to the risk of anxiety [20,
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Table 1 Characteristics of participants (n=19,802)
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Characteristics, n (%)

All participants

(n=19,802)
Age, year
14-24 11,630 (58.7)
25-35 5746 (29.0)
36-55 2426 (12.3)
Male 10,121 (51.1)
Body mass index, kg/m?
<185 4232 (214)
18.5-23.9 11,553 (58.3)
>239 4017 (20.3)
Race
The Hans 19,075 (96.3)
Other 727 (3.7)
Smoking status®
Current smoker 1704 (8.6)
Former smoker 764 (3.9)
Non-smoker 17,334 (87.5)
Drinking status®
Current drinker 3057 (15.4)
Former drinker 2116 (10.7)
Non-drinker 14,629 (73.9)
Job
Student or employee 16,648 (84.1)
Self-employed 2096 (10.6)
Retired and unemployed 1058 (5.3)
Front-line medical personnel 964 (4.9)
In Hubei Province in the past month 1016 (5.1)
Meeting relatives or friends coming from Hubei in the past month 1159 (5.9)
Quarantine® 1175 (5.9)
Exposure to wild animals 436 (2.2)
Gatherings & meetingsd 6027 (30.4)
Wearing masks 17,621 (89.0)
Regular physical activity® 10,952 (55.3)
Suspicion of SARS-CoV-2 infection 571 (29)
Contact historyf 3004 (15.2)
Knowledge about personal protective measures 15,418 (77.9)
Present symptoms of SARS-CoV-2 infection9 827 (4.2)

Chronic disease”

558 (2.8)
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Table 1 Characteristics of participants (n=19,802) (Continued)
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Characteristics, n (%)

All participants

(n=19,802)
Chronic disease classification, n (%)
Respiratory disease and cardiovascular disease 49 (0.2)
Simple respiratory disease 111 (0.6)
Simple cardiovascular disease 251 (1.3)
Other 147 (0.7)
Without chronic disease 19,244 (97.2)

#Current smoker was defined as an adult who has smoked 100 cigarettes in his or her lifetime and who currently smokes cigarettes; former smoker was defined
as an adult who has smoked at least 100 cigarettes in his or her lifetime but who had quit smoking at the time of interview; while non-smoker was defined as an
adult who has never smoked, or who has smoked less than 100 cigarettes in his or her lifetime

PCurrent drinker was defined as at least 12 drinks in the past year; former drinker was defined as at least 12 drinks in any one year in lifetime but no drinks in

past year; while non-drinker was defined as fewer than 12 drinks in lifetime

“Been or are in quarantine for this outbreak, including mandatory isolation and self-isolation at home/hotel

9Been to a company meeting or a family dinner in the last two weeks

®Regular physical activity was defined as regular exercise within the recent six months

fClose contact with a confirmed or suspected case of COVID-19 without taking precautions

9Including fever, cough, runny nose, sore throat, shortness of breath, fatigue, nasal congestion, headache, vomiting and diarrhea

hIncluding hypertension, hyperlipidemia, diabetes, asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), chronic bronchitis, heart disease, gout, thyroid nodules,

thyroid cancer, and lung cancer

21]. Moreover, considering the particularities of the
COVID-19 pandemic, we included several factors associ-
ated with COVID-19 infections (e.g. exposure to wild
animals, gatherings and meetings) when exploring the
risk and protective factors for anxiety symptoms amid
COVID-19. Our finding observed the anxiety in a Chin-
ese population during the COVID-19 pandemic and
helped to reveal anxiety-related factors including front-
line medical personnel, individuals with contact history
and so on. It emphasizes the importance of psychosocial
intervention to reduce the anxiety during the COVID-
19, especially among individuals with chronic diseases
and front-line medical personnel.

Compared with previous studies, similar information
may be derived by previous experiences with coronavirus
infections. Front-line medical personnel may develop
psychiatric disorders after coping with stressful commu-
nity events [13, 23—26]. This could be attributed to med-
ical workers facing enormous pressure, including a high
risk of infection and inadequate protection from con-
tamination, being overworked, experiencing frustration,
discrimination, isolation, patients with negative emo-
tions, a lack of contact with their families, and

Table 2 Anxiety Level of All Participants (n=19,802)
All participants (n=19,802)

Self-Rating anxiety scale

Anxiety index score, mean (SD) 39.60 (14.78)
Classification (anxiety index score), n (%)
Normal (< 50) 15,277 (77.1)
Mild (50-59) 2157 (10.9)
Moderate (60-69) 1268 (6.4)
Severe (= 70) 1100 (5.6)

exhaustion [27]. Some demographic factors may also in-
fluence mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Individuals with contact history had an increased risk of
anxiety for the reason that they not only had to undergo
the high possibility of being infectious, but also had to
experience alienation in their neighborhood resulting in
a hardened mental impact. Particular precautionary
measures (e.g., wearing masks) were associated with a
lower psychological impact of the outbreak and lower
levels of stress, and anxiety [28], since the adoption of
self-protective measures can effectively reduce the risk
of infection.

We developed a risk score to assess the total effect of
factors on anxiety. The results from linear regression
models and logistic models consistently showed the sig-
nificant association between the developed risk score
and anxiety index score/disorder. The AUC of 0.73 con-
firmed the risk score on prediction of anxiety. In
addition, the cut-off point of 3.5 indicated that individual
who was with more than three observed significant re-
lated factors had higher risk of suffering from anxiety
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The risk factors (e.g.,
front-line medical personnel, exposure to wild animals,
contact history, and chronic disease) are related with ele-
vated risk scores (Figure S3). Particular precautionary
measures (e.g., wearing masks) and knowledge about
personal protective measures may have a protective ef-
fect on risk scores (Figure S3).

There are several tools to assess anxiety including
Hamilton anxiety scale, Generalized Anxiety Disorder
(GAD-7) and The Coronavirus Anxiety Scale (CAS).
Compared with previous self-report anxiety-like mea-
sures (i.e. GAD-7 and CAS), the Chinese version of
GAD-7 screening tool was used to assess for anxiety
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Variable t-value df Adjusted odds ratio (95% CI)*

Age, year
14-24 46.64 1 067 (059, 0.75)"
25-35 4749 1 148 (133, 166)"
36-55 - - 1.00

Sex
Male 7081 1 140 (1.29, 1.51)"
Female - - 1.00

Race
The Hans 19.55 1 069 (059, 0.82)"
Other - - 1.00

Job
Student, employee 0.60 1 1.07 (091, 1.25)
Self-employed 27.83 1 162 (1.35,1.93)"
Retired and unemployed - - 1.00

Body mass index, kg/m?
<185 2.11 1 1.09 (0.97, 1.22)
185-23.9 0.51 1 0.97 (0.89, 1.06)
>239 - - 1.00

Chronic disease®
Yes 5158 1 193 (161,231)"
No - - 1.00

Regular physical activity®
Yes 61.54 1 137 (1.26,148)"
No - - 1.00

Smoking status®
Current smoker 141 1 1.08 (0.95, 1.23)
Former smoker 5.16 1 121 (1.03, 143)"
Non-smoker - - 1.00

Drinking status®
Current drinker 0.01 1 1.00 (0.89, 1.11)
Former drinker 7.14 1 1.17 (1.04,131)
Non-drinker - - 1.00

Contact history’
Yes 7022 1 115 (1.04,1.28)"
No - - 1.00

Suspicion of SARS-CoV-2 infection
Yes 2264 1 1.66 (135, 2.04)"
No - - 1.00

Front-line medical personnel
Yes 111.09 1 212(1.85,244)"
No - - 1.00

Gatherings & meetings®
Yes 18.26 1 083 (0.76,0.90)"

No

1.00
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Table 3 Analyses of the Association Between Characteristic and Anxiety Level (n=19,802) (Continued)
Variable t-value df Adjusted odds ratio (95% CI)*

Meeting relatives or friends coming from Hubei in the past month

Yes 745

No -
Exposure to wild animals

Yes 561

No -
Wearing masks

Yes 40.16

No -
Knowledge about personal protective measures

Yes 1272.24

No -
Present symptoms of SARS-CoV-2 infection”

Yes 12.63

No -

1 123 (1.06, 143)
- 1.00

1 131 (1.05, 1.63)"
- 1.00

1 0.71 (0.64,0.79)"
- 1.00

1 0.25 (0.23,027)"
- 1.00

1 140 (1.16,168)"
- 1.00

Abbreviations: Cl, confidence interval

2All variables were used in the ordinal multivariate logistic regression. The participants with severe anxiety were selected as the reference frame
bIncIuding hypertension, hyperlipidemia, diabetes, asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), chronic bronchitis, heart disease, gout, thyroid nodules,

thyroid cancer, and lung cancer

“Regular physical activity was defined as regular exercise within the recent six months

dCurrent smoker was defined as an adult who has smoked 100 cigarettes in his or her lifetime and who currently smokes cigarettes; former smoker was defined
as an adult who has smoked at least 100 cigarettes in his or her lifetime but who had quit smoking at the time of interview; while non-smoker was defined as an
adult who has never smoked, or who has smoked less than 100 cigarettes in his or her lifetime

€Current drinker was defined as at least 12 drinks in the past year; former drinker was defined as at least 12 drinks in any one year in lifetime but no drinks in

past year; while non-drinker was defined as fewer than 12 drinks in lifetime

fClose contact with a confirmed or suspected case of COVID-19 without taking precautions

9Been to a company meeting or a family dinner in the last two weeks

hIncluding fever, cough, runny nose, sore throat, shortness of breath, fatigue, nasal congestion, headache, vomiting and diarrhea

‘p<.05
“p <.001

symptoms [29], with increasing scores indicating more se-
vere functional impairments as a result of anxiety [30]. The
GAD-7 focuses more on dysfunction and disability than
SAS. However, both of which are used to assess for anxiety
symptoms and represent a reasonable cut point for identify-
ing cases of different levels of anxiety. The CAS, which is a
brief mental health screener to identify probable cases of dys-
functional anxiety associated with the COVID-19 crisis [31].
The CAS discriminates well between persons with and with-
out dysfunctional anxiety using an optimized cut score of >9.
The CAS’ items center on anxiety and trauma related reac-
tions and distressing bodily symptoms, make them highly
relevant to somatic symptom and related disorders. More-
over, the CAS was shown to measure anxiety symptoms in
similar ways across different populations, which cannot be
verified on SAS.

We observed several notable risk factors associated
with elevated anxiety in the Chinese population during
the COVID-19 outbreak. For example, those with
chronic disease were observed to have higher risk for
anxiety, which were similar with those reported in the
previous studies [3, 12]. The World Health Organization

(WHO) has reported that patients with pre-existing non-
communicable diseases, including cardiovascular disease,
chronic respiratory disease, diabetes, and cancer, are at
increased risk of severe illness from COVID-19 [32].
This might play an important role in the development of
anxiety. Moreover, the general public with game expos-
ure had a greater likelihood of anxiety during the pan-
demic. Exposure to live commercial and private poultry
is a potential risk factor for infection with novel influ-
enza viruses [33].

Most of the studies used the Zung scale were Chinese
studies, while some studies have reported that Pakistani
[34] and Malaysia [35] used Zung’s scale to assess anx-
iety of the COVID-19 outbreak among university stu-
dents. They found that being female and younger age
are risk factors. The risk score we developed can help to
easily screen out individuals with high risk of anxiety
through simple questions, in order to take reasonable
psychological interventions in time. Zung’s scale is ap-
proved for large sample sizes for Chinese populations,
though to further the validity of the scale it could also
be expanded to large sample sizes in other countries.
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Fig. 2 Standardized Partial Regression Coefficient of Factors. Abbreviations: Meeting relatives or friends: Meeting relatives or friends coming from
Hubei in the past month; Present symptoms: Present symptoms of SARS-CoV-2 infection; Suspicion: Suspicion of SARS-CoV-2 infection;
Knowledge: Knowledge about personal protective measures. Chronic diseases included hypertension, hyperlipidemia, diabetes, asthma, chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), chronic bronchitis, heart disease, gout, thyroid nodules, thyroid cancer, and lung cancer. Regular physical
activity was defined as regular exercise within the recent six months. Current smoker was defined as an adult who has smoked 100 cigarettes in
his or her lifetime and who currently smokes cigarettes; former smoker was defined as an adult who has smoked at least 100 cigarettes in his or
her lifetime but who had quit smoking at the time of interview; while non-smoker was defined as an adult who has never smoked, or who has
smoked less than 100 cigarettes in his or her lifetime. Current drinker was defined as at least 12 drinks in the past year; former drinker was
defined as at least 12 drinks in any one year in lifetime but no drinks in past year; while non-drinker was defined as fewer than 12 drinks in
lifetime. Contact history was defined as close contact with a confirmed or suspected case of COVID-19 without taking precautions. Gatherings
and meetings were defined as been to a company meeting or a family dinner in the last two weeks. Present symptoms of SARS-CoV-2 infection
included fever, cough, runny nose, sore throat, shortness of breath, fatigue, nasal congestion, headache, vomiting and diarrhea

Table 4 Analyses of the Association Between Anxiety Level and Risk Score Group (n =19,802)

Risk Number of participants (%) 0Odds ratio

score All participants Normal Mild anxiety Moderate anxiety Severe anxiety (95% CI)®
(n=19,802) (n=15,277) (n=2157) (n=1268) (n=1100)

0 632 (3.2) 584 (2.9) 46 (0.2) 2(0.0) 0 (0.0) 1.00

1-2 6493 (32.8) 5889 (29.7) 451 (2.3) 109 (0.6) 44 (0.2) 1.26 (093, 1.72)

3 5030 (254) 4130 (209) 507 (2.6) 218 (1.1) 175 (0.9) 2.72 (2,00, 3.70)"

24 7647 (38.6) 4674 (23.6) 1153 (5.8) 939 (4.7) 881 (4.4) 833 (6.16,11.26)"

Abbreviations: Cl, confidence interval
#Ordinal multivariate logistic regression was used and the participants with severe anxiety was selected as the reference frame
*%

p <.001
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Specificity

This study has several strengths. First, the sample size
of our cross-sectional study was considerably large,
which enabled us to estimate the association between
uncommon risks and anxiety with sufficient statistical
power. Second, we performed multiple methods to iden-
tify and confirm the anxiety-related risks, and developed
a simple way to assess anxiety during the special period.
There are also some limitations. Similar with most previ-
ous psychological studies, the data we collected is based
on self-report online questionnaires, which can cause re-
sponse bias although it was easy to obtain. However, we
have carried out quality control including setting up
similar questions in the questionnaire and performing
logical checks to ensure the reliability of the data. Con-
sidering that the questionnaire was distributed online,
the study cannot reach the participants without smart-
phone and unequal distribution of participants across
provinces. Although we observed the significant associa-
tions between some risks and anxiety, we should also
note that the data cannot be used to infer causality due
to the cross-sectional design. Considering the differences

of mobility and distribution of anxiety, as well as the
prevention and control measures for protecting from
COVID-19 in different countries, whether the results
can be taken and applied to other regions or populations
is in need of more evidence.

Conclusions

The findings revealed protective and risk factors associ-
ated with anxiety and developed a practical and simple
score to identify individuals who are at risk of anxiety.
This research offered preliminary support for relieving
anxiety as an acceptable selective preventive intervention
for people during COVID-19 pandemic. The
generalizability of our study is limited and further stud-
ies are needed to investigate the protective and risk fac-
tors for anxiety during COVID-19 pandemic.

Abbreviations
COVID-19: Corona Virus Disease 2019; OR: Odds radio; Cl: Confidence interval;
SAS: Self-Rating Anxiety Scale; SD: Standard deviation; AUC: Area under curve



Zhong et al. BMIC Public Health (2021) 21:1063

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1186/512889-021-11118-8.

Additional file 1 Table S1. Characteristics of Participants with Different
Levels of Anxiety (n=19,802). Table S2. The First Ordinal Multivariable
Logistic Regression Analyses of the Association Between Characteristic
and Anxiety Level (n=19,802). Table S3. Scoring of the Variables in the
Anxiety Scoring System. Figure S1. Anxiety Index Score in Four Risk
Score Groups. Figure S2. Anxiety Level of Participants in Different Risk
Score Groups. Figure S3. Percentages of Each Risk Factor Among High
Risk Group (Participants with the Risk Score 2 4).

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

Authors’ contributions

YZ designed the study. JYZ and CHZ drafted the manuscript. YZ, JYL (Jiayi
Li), WFL, SGW, JCZ and JZ contributed the collection of data. YZ, JYZ, CHZ,
LQ and JYL (Jiayi Lai) contributed the analysis and interpretation of data. YZ
contributed to critical revision of the manuscript. All the authors revised the
manuscript, read the submitted manuscript and approved the final
submission.

Funding

This work was supported by College Students’ innovation and
entrepreneurship training program (grant number: $201910570054) and
Guangzhou Medical University Student Laboratory Program (grant number:
C195015029). The funding body played role in the collection of data and
had no role in the design of the study, or the analysis, and interpretation of
data, or in the writing of the manuscript.

Availability of data and materials

The datasets generated and/or analyzed during the current study are not
publicly available due legal restriction but are available from the
corresponding author on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate

The study was approved by the ethics committee of the School of Public
Health, Guangzhou Medical University (reference no.: 2020010002). All of the
participants were informed of the background and aims of the study and
the anonymous nature and length of the survey. The participants were also
well informed that completion of the questionnaire signified their informed
consent. We confirmed that the study protocol followed the STROBE
guidelines and were submitted before recruitment completes.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare they have no competing interests.

Received: 27 January 2021 Accepted: 19 May 2021
Published online: 04 June 2021

References

1. World Health Organization. Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. 2021.
http://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019. Accessed
28 March 2021.

2. Kaiser Family Foundation. KFF Health Tracking Poll - Early April 2020: The
Impact Of Coronavirus On Life In America 2021. http://www.kff.org/corona
virus-covid-19/report/kff-health-tracking-poll-early-april-2020/. Accessed 17
January 2021.

3. Guo, Y. and C. Cheng, Mental Health Disorders and Associated Risk Factors
in Quarantined Adults During the COVID-19 Outbreak in China: Cross-
Sectional Study. 2020. 22(8): e20328.

4. Lei L, Huang X, Zhang S, et al. Comparison of prevalence and associated
factors of anxiety and depression among people affected by versus people

20.

21.

22.

23.

24

Page 11 of 12

unaffected by quarantine during the COVID-19 epidemic in southwestern
China. Med Sci Monit. 2020;26:€924609.

Tang W, Hu T, Hu B, Jin C, Wang G, Xie C, et al. Prevalence and correlates of
PTSD and depressive symptoms one month after the outbreak of the
COVID-19 epidemic in a sample of home-quarantined Chinese university
students. J Affect Disord. 2020,274:1-7. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.,jad.2020.05.
009.

Chew NWS, Lee GKH, Tan BYQ, Jing M, Goh Y, Ngiam NJH, et al. A
multinational, multicentre study on the psychological outcomes and
associated physical symptoms amongst healthcare workers during COVID-
19 outbreak. Brain Behav Immun. 2020;88:559-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
bbi.2020.04.049.

Zhang C, Yang L, Liu S, Ma S, Wang Y, Cai Z, et al. Survey of insomnia and
related social psychological factors among medical staff involved in the
2019 novel coronavirus disease outbreak. Front Psychiatry. 2020;11:306.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00306.

Fergusson DM, Horwood LJ, Boden JM, Mulder RT. Impact of a major
disaster on the mental health of a well-studied cohort. JAMA Psychiatry.
2014;71(9):1025-31. https;//doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2014.652.
Nussbaumer-Streit B, Mayr V, Dobrescu Al, et al. Quarantine alone or in
combination with other public health measures to control COVID-19: a
rapid review. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2020;4(4):Cd013574.

Song H, Fang F, Tomasson G, Arnberg FK, Mataix-Cols D, Ferndndez de la
Cruz L, et al. Association of Stress-Related Disorders with Subsequent
Autoimmune Disease. Jama. 2018;319(23):2388-400. https://doi.org/10.1001/
jama.2018.7028.

Ko CH, Yen CF, Yen JY, et al. Psychosocial impact among the public of the
severe acute respiratory syndrome epidemic in Taiwan. Psychiatry Clin
Neurosci. 2006;60(4):397-403. https://doi.org/10.1111/}.1440-1819.2006.01
522X,

Lau AL, Chi I, Cummins RA, et al. The SARS (severe acute respiratory
syndrome) pandemic in Hong Kong: effects on the subjective wellbeing of
elderly and younger people. Aging Ment Health. 2008;12(6):746-60. https://
doi.org/10.1080/13607860802380607.

Wu P, Fang Y, Guan Z, Fan B, Kong J, Yao Z, et al. The psychological impact
of the SARS epidemic on hospital employees in China: exposure, risk
perception, and altruistic acceptance of risk. Can J Psychiatr. 2009;54(5):302-
11. https://doi.org/10.1177/070674370905400504.

Zhou Y, Zhang R, Liu Y, Guo Y, Wang D, He M, et al. Association of regular
physical activity with total and cause-specific mortality among middle-aged
and older Chinese: a prospective cohort study. Sci Rep. 2017;7(1):39939.
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep39939.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Concept of smoking. 2021.
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis/tobacco/tobacco_glossary.htm. Accessed 17
January 2021.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Concept of drinking. 2021.
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis/alcohol/alcohol_glossary.htm. Accessed 17
January 2021.

Zung WW. A rating instrument for anxiety disorders. Psychosomatics. 1971;
12(6):371-9. https://doi.org/10.1016/50033-3182(71)71479-0.

Chen X, Zhao Y, Xu Y, Zhang HW, Sun SH, Gao ZD, et al. Analyzing the
status of depression and anxiety of new registered tuberculosis outpatients
and correlations with social support influence factors. Zhonghua Yi Xue Za
Zhi. 2016,96(34):2749-53. https://doi.org/10.3760/cma.j.issn.0376-2491.201
6.34.013.

Dunstan DA, Scott N. Norms for Zung's self-rating anxiety scale. BMC
Psychiatry. 2020,20(1):90. https://doi.org/10.1186/512888-019-2427-6.

Salmon P. Effects of physical exercise on anxiety, depression, and sensitivity
to stress: a unifying theory. Clin Psychol Rev. 2001;21(1):33-61. https.//doi.
0rg/10.1016/50272-7358(99)00032-X.

Fluharty M, Taylor AE, Grabski M, Munafd MR. The Association of Cigarette
Smoking with Depression and Anxiety: a systematic review. Nicotine Tob
Res. 2017;19(1):3-13. https://doi.org/10.1093/ntr/ntw140.

Ham LS, Bonin M, Hope DA. The role of drinking motives in social anxiety
and alcohol use. J Anxiety Disord. 2007;21(8):991-1003. https://doi.org/10.1
016/jjanxdis.2006.10.014.

Chen Q, Liang M, Li Y, Guo J, Fei D, Wang L, et al. Mental health care for
medical staff in China during the COVID-19 outbreak. Lancet Psychiatry.
2020;7(4):e15-6. https;//doi.org/10.1016/52215-0366(20)30078-X.

Chen R, Chou KR, Huang YJ, Wang TS, Liu SY, Ho LY. Effects of a SARS
prevention programme in Taiwan on nursing staff's anxiety, depression and


https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11118-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11118-8
http://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
http://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/report/kff-health-tracking-poll-early-april-2020/
http://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/report/kff-health-tracking-poll-early-april-2020/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.04.049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.04.049
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00306
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2014.652
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2018.7028
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2018.7028
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-1819.2006.01522.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-1819.2006.01522.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607860802380607
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607860802380607
https://doi.org/10.1177/070674370905400504
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep39939
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis/tobacco/tobacco_glossary.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis/alcohol/alcohol_glossary.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0033-3182(71)71479-0
https://doi.org/10.3760/cma.j.issn.0376-2491.2016.34.013
https://doi.org/10.3760/cma.j.issn.0376-2491.2016.34.013
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-019-2427-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0272-7358(99)00032-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0272-7358(99)00032-X
https://doi.org/10.1093/ntr/ntw140
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2006.10.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2006.10.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30078-X

Zhong et al. BMIC Public Health

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31

32.

33.

34.

35.

(2021) 21:1063

sleep quality: a longitudinal survey. Int J Nurs Stud. 2006;43(2):215-25.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2005.03.006.

Greenberg N, Docherty M, Gnanapragasam S, et al. Managing mental health
challenges faced by healthcare workers during covid-19 pandemic. Bmj.
2020;368:m1211.

Shultz JM, Baingana F, Neria Y. The 2014 Ebola outbreak and mental health:
current status and recommended response. Jama. 2015;313(6):567-8.
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2014.17934.

Kang L, Li Y, Hu S, Chen M, Yang C, Yang BX, et al. The mental health of
medical workers in Wuhan, China dealing with the 2019 novel coronavirus.
Lancet Psychiatry. 2020;7(3):e14. https://doi.org/10.1016/52215-0366(20)3004
7-X.

Wang C, Pan R, Wan X, et al. Immediate Psychological Responses and
Associated Factors during the Initial Stage of the 2019 Coronavirus Disease
(COVID-19) Epidemic among the General Population in China. Int J Environ
Res Public Health. 2020;17(5).

Huang Y, Zhao N. Generalized anxiety disorder, depressive symptoms and
sleep quality during COVID-19 outbreak in China: a web-based cross-
sectional survey. Psychiatry Res. 2020,288:112954. https.//doi.org/10.1016/j.
psychres.2020.112954.

Spitzer RL, Kroenke K, Williams JB, et al. A brief measure for assessing
generalized anxiety disorder: the GAD-7. Arch Intern Med. 2006;166(10):
1092-7. https://doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.10.1092.

Lee SA. Coronavirus anxiety scale: a brief mental health screener for COVID-
19 related anxiety. Death Stud. 2020;44(7):393-401. https://doi.org/10.1080/
07481187.2020.1748481.

World Health Organization. Clinical management of COVID-19. 2020. https.//
www.who.int/publications/i/item/clinical-management-of-covid-19.
Accessed 18 July 2020.

Li J, Li JJ, Xie X, et al. Game consumption and the 2019 novel coronavirus.
Lancet Infect Dis. 2020;20(3):275-6. https://doi.org/10.1016/51473-3099(20)3
0063-3.

Baloch GM, Sundarasen S, Chinna K, Nurunnabi M, Kamaludin K, Khoshaim
HB, et al. COVID-19: exploring impacts of the pandemic and lockdown on
mental health of Pakistani students. PeerJ. 2021;9:210612. https//doi.org/10.
7717/peer}.10612.

Sundarasen S, Chinna K, Kamaludin K, et al. Psychological Impact of COVID-
19 and Lockdown among University Students in Malaysia: Implications and
Policy Recommendations. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2020;17(17).

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Page 12 of 12

Ready to submit your research? Choose BMC and benefit from:

e fast, convenient online submission

o thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

 rapid publication on acceptance

o support for research data, including large and complex data types

e gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations
e maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year

K BMC

At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2005.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2014.17934
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30047-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30047-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112954
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112954
https://doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.10.1092
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2020.1748481
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2020.1748481
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/clinical-management-of-covid-19
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/clinical-management-of-covid-19
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30063-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30063-3
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.10612
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.10612

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Study population
	Variates
	Anxiety status assessment
	Statistical analysis
	Patient and public involvement

	Results
	Participant characteristics
	Risk and protective factors associated with anxiety level
	Risk score development

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Abbreviations
	Supplementary Information
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Declarations
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	References
	Publisher’s Note

