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ABSTRACT

Background: Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) is a condition in which a person is worried excessively over 
little things. Adolescents who experienced Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) are more prone to GAD. Thereby, 
the study aimed to study the prevalence of GAD among Saudi youth during the COVID-19 pandemic in Saudi 
Arabia, and to identify the variables related to COVID-19 that could predict anxiety among youth.

Methodology: A cross-sectional study was carried out among the general youth in different regions of Saudi 
Arabia from April to October 2020. A pretested questionnaire was used for data collection. A convenient 
non-probability sampling technique was employed to collect the data from the participants.

Result: Out of total 480 participants, 78.3% were male and 21.7% were female. The study included 351 (73.1%) 
Saudi nationals. Regarding the prevalence of GAD, 53 (11%) had mild GAD symptoms, 268 (55.8%) had moder-
ate, and 39 (8.1%) had extremely severe GAD symptoms. A statistically significant association was found among 
anxiety, age, and history of diagnosis or exposure to COVID-19.

Conclusion: More than half the youth in this study had shown symptoms of GAD. Anxiety was associated with 
age and whether the participant had been diagnosed with or exposed to COVID-19. 
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Introduction 

Many countries across the world have been affected 

by the novel coronavirus. The affected countries were 

quarantined for several months, followed by distancing 

measures. To slow down the transmission of coronavirus 

disease (COVID-19) and break the chain of infection, 

lockdowns were enforced in affected areas of many 

countries, thus affecting lifestyle, educational activities, 

festivals, tourism, and international meetings. People 

were devastated by being quarantined in their houses 

[1]. The beginning of March was horrible for Saudi 

Arabia when the first case of COVID-19 was identified. 

The number of reported cases reached above 137,300 

from March to June, of which many patients died and 

recovered. Still, there are many active cases in the country 

[2]. Quarantine and lockdown have affected many people 

mentally. The people in quarantine were negatively 

affected by social factors [3]. Adolescence between the 

ages of 15 and 25 years had many physical, mental, and 

social changes. Most importantly, mental illness has been 

characterized in this duration, among which generalized 

anxiety disorder (GAD) is the most common. In Saudi 

Arabia, there was a 71% prevalence of GAD [4].

GAD is a condition in which a person is worried 

excessively over little things, such as family, money, or 

health, and shows overly concerns. Several studies have 
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identified the occurrence of GAD symptoms among 

teenagers [5]. The outbreak of COVID-19 has majorly 

affected the young population who were infected with 

the virus or close relatives of infected patients. In Saudi 

Arabia, teenagers were the victims of the deadly virus 

because the quarantine increased their depression and 

stress levels [6]. GAD often showed co-occurrence 

with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Adolescents 

who experienced COVID-19 were more prone to GAD 

[7]. COVID-19 has also affected the mental health 

of healthcare workers (HCW) and nursing staff. The 

symptoms of GAD included poor sleep quality, high 

depression, hyperarousal, physical pain, hyperactivity, 

and perceived anxiousness [8,9]. The college and 

university students were more prone to GAD, which has 

now become a great health concern. In Saudi Arabia, 

physicians had acquired GAD because of the challenging 

hospital routines during the COVID-19 pandemic [10]. 

Many genetic factors predispose GAD along with the 

depression. However, GAD has recently been shown to 

share heritability with neuroticism. The physicians and 

HCW in Saudi Arabia have shown GAD prevalence up 

to 15% because of the economic burden and increased 

facilitation of healthcare services [11]. Teenagers during 

the COVID-19 pandemic showed more frequency to 

GAD because the pandemic had negatively affected their 

academic performance, professional development, and 

academic grades [12,13]. However, the prevalence of 

GAD in female teenagers was higher than males in Saudi 

Arabia [14]. 

Only minimal investigation was performed on 

uncontrolled and dangerous symptoms of GAD among 

teenager population in the past [15]. A recent study 

reported that GAD, anxiety, and stress could have a 

significant outcome on daily work routine and lifestyle. 

Since the young population during the pandemic was 

confined to isolation, the chances of developing GAD and 

emotional distress were increased due to social avoidance 

[16]. Significant levels in stress, nervousness, GAD, and 

PTSD were shown in individuals who were kept isolated 

or experienced quarantine during the pandemic. The high 

mortality rate due to the pandemic had scared people 

psychologically, ranging from physicians and patients to 

students, families, and mentally ill patients [17]. 

Furthermore, very little knowledge about the impact 

of COVID-19 on the psychiatric health of the people 

is known. Almost 50% of the young population in the 

United Kingdom had suffered from GAD along with 

depression during the pandemic [18]. It is important to 

diagnose the GAD in early stages without disturbing the 

quality of life. The COVID-19 pervasiveness has affected 

people with severe symptoms of GAD and anxiety. If 

left untreated, the outcomes could become complicated. 

Therefore, there is a need for preventive measures and 

early detection to prevent the youth population from 

GAD during the COVID-19 outbreak [14].

In the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), the chances of 

psychological distress due to the pandemic were greater 

because of various reasons. KSA had shown a large 

number of reported cases due to which fear of infection 

and pressure on the healthcare services were increased. 

Because of little knowledge about mental illnesses, no 

research was carried out to determine the groups of 

people who have psychological disorders [19]. Khaled 

et al. [20] conducted research about the effects of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on psychological distress among 

the general population of Saudi Arabia. It was shown that 

distress levels were 40% in the Saudi population. 

Li et al. [21] examined the comorbidity of PTSD and GAG 

in young adolescents and children who were infected 

with COVID-19 in Hubei, China. It was concluded that 

perceived infection of COVID-19 has increased the 

comorbidity symptoms in young adolescents. A survey 

was also conducted among HCW in Wuhan, China. The 

results reported that depression (12.8%) and anxiety (20%) 

levels were elevated during the pandemic. The symptoms 

included poor sleep, loss of appetite, and increased 

distress levels [22]. Islam et al. [23] conducted a cross-

sectional survey among Bangladesh residents and showed 

the prevalence of panic (80%) and GAD (37%). Al Omari 

et al. [24] investigated anxiety and stress among the youth 

and showed a high prevalence of depression (45%) in the 

female teenagers who had a close relationship with friends 

having psychiatric disorders. Thereby, the study aimed to 

study the prevalence of GAD among Saudi youth during 

the COVID-19 pandemic in Saudi Arabia and to identify 

the variables related to COVID-19 that could predict 

anxiety among youth.

Subject and Methods

A cross-sectional study was carried out among the general 

youth in different regions of Saudi Arabia, from April to 

October 2020. Any adult Saudi resident who agreed to 

participate in the study, being 15-24 years old at the time 

of the study, both sexes, any nationality, could read, and 

had a social media account were included in the study. 

The sample size was calculated using EPI info program. 

Based on 95% confidence interval, 5% margin of error 

and total youth population of Saudi Arabia. The estimated 

sample size was 384 and was adjusted to 422 to compensate 

for 10% non-response rate. The study was conducted 

using an online self-administered questionnaire via 

Google Forms. The generated link was randomly shared 

on social media (i.e., Facebook, WhatsApp, Telegram, 

Twitter). The aim of the study was clearly explained in 

the interface. A validated questionnaire was used based 

on previous studies. The questionnaire contained socio-

demographic characteristics of the participants like age 

group, sex, nationality, and residence. The questionnaire 

also included questions about prevalence of GAD. The 

anxiety scale assesses the subjective experience of the 

anxiety effect, autonomic arousal, skeletal muscle effects, 

and situational anxiety. Scores were classified as normal 

(0-7 points), mild [8,9], moderate [10-14], and severe 

[15-19], with scores of 20 or more indicating extremely 

severe anxiety.



Generalized anxiety disorder during COVID-19

2324

The questionnaire was pretested in a pilot study over a 

sample of 20 participants whose results were not included 

in the study. Some modifications were done accordingly 

to ensure clarity and easy understanding of the questions. 

A convenient non-probability sampling technique was 

employed to collect the data from the participants. Data 

were coded, entered, and analyzed using the Statistical 

Package for Social Science version 23. Qualitative data 

were expressed in the form of number and percentage 

(No. & %). Chi-square (χ2
) test was used to examine 

qualitative data between two groups. 

Result

A total of 480 individuals completed the online 

questionnaire. Out of them 376 (78.3%) were male and 

104 (21.7%) were female. Regarding their age, 104 

(21.7%) participants were 15-16 years of age and 100 

(20.8%) were 23-24 years of age. The study included 351 

(73.1%) Saudi nationals. Regarding their educational 

level, most of the participants were intermediate schools 

or secondary school students (47.7% and 34.4%, 

respectively). Most of the study participants (158, 32.9%) 

were residing in the northern region and 128 (26.7%) 

were residing in the southern region (Table 1).

Furthermore, 186 (38.8%) participants said that they 

were diagnosed or exposed to COVID-19 during the 

pandemic and 209 (43.5%) claimed having a relative 

or a friend diagnosed with COVID-19. In addition, 140 

(29.2%) participants had a history of GAD and 173 (36%) 

claimed having a relative or a friend who was diagnosed 

with GAD. 

Additionally, results also showed that more than half of 

the participants had symptoms of GAD which ranged 

from mild to extremely severe symptoms. Almost 53 

(11%) had mild GAD symptoms, while 39 (8.1%) had 

extremely severe GAD symptoms. The percentage of the 

participants who had moderate to severe symptoms of 

anxiety was 67.9% (Table 2).

Moreover, a chi-square test of independence showed an 

association between age and anxiety (p = 0.000), with the 

highest anxiety level recorded among the age group of 

19-20 years (100%), followed by the age group of 23-24 

years (95%). It was also found that more people who were 

diagnosed or exposed to COVID-19 had anxiety when 

compared to those who were not exposed to COVID-19 

(87.6% vs. 73.5%, respectively, p = 0.000) (Table 3).

Discussion

Public health emergencies could have a significant 

psychological impact on the mental health of adolescence 

[25]. This could be expressed as anxiety, fear, and 

Table 1. Socio-demographic information of the study participants (n = 480).

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percent (%)

Gender
Male 376 78.3

Female 104 21.7

Age (Years)

15-16 104 21.7

17-18 111 23.1

19-20 99 20.6

21-22 66 13.8

23-24 100 20.8

Nationality
Saudi 351 73.1

Non-Saudi 129 26.9

Level of education

Primary 40 8.3

Intermediate 229 47.7%

Secondary 165 34.4

Other 46 9.6

City of residence

Central region 53 11%

Western region 108 22.5

Eastern region 33 6.9

Northern region 158 32.9

Southern region 128 26.7

Table 2. Prevalence of GAD among the participants stratified 
by severity.

Anxiety N %

Normal 101 21

Mild 53 11

Moderate 268 55.8

Severe 19 4

Extremely severe 39 8.1
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worry, among other things. The aim of this study was to 

investigate the prevalence of GAD among youth living 

in KSA during the COVID-19 pandemic and to explore 

factors that could influence their anxiety symptoms. The 

survey included 480 participants with an age ranging 

from 15 to 24 years from different regions of KSA. 

Current results indicated that more than half of the youths 

who had participated in this study were affected with the 

symptoms of GAD during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which is quite high. Of these individuals, 11% had mild 

symptoms, 55.8% had moderate symptoms, and 12.1% 

had severe to extremely severe symptoms. Many factors 

were related to the anxiety among those individuals 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, including the effect of 

the pandemic on their studies and future employments 

[26,27]. It was also hypothesized that this anxiety was 

caused by the gradually increasing social distances 

between people because of quarantine, and it was well 

documented that anxiety disorders were more likely to 

happen in the absence of interpersonal communication 

[28].

A similar study was conducted by Al-Omari et al. [24] 

immediately after COVID-19 lockdown to estimate the 

prevalence and predictors of depression, anxiety, and 

stress. The study reported a prevalence of 33.1% for 

anxiety disorders among youths of Saudi Arabia, with 

2.5% having mild symptoms, 16.5% having moderate 

symptoms, 4.1% having severe symptoms, and 9.9% 

having extremely severe symptoms. Another study by 

Khaled et al. [20] was conducted among the general 

population of Saudi Arabia and showed that distress 

levels during the COVID-19 pandemic was 40% among 

the Saudi population with 33% individuals mildly 

distressed, while 7% were severely distressed. The 

distress levels were particularly high among the youngest 

age group [18]. 

A recent study was conducted in Saudi Arabia in Qassim 

region, just before the pandemic by Alharbi et al. [4] to 

assess the prevalence of anxiety and depression among 

the Saudi adolescences. It was found that about 66.5% 

participant were having anxiety. The results showed that 

34.1% adolescents were having mild anxiety, 19.5% had 

moderate anxiety, and 9.8% had severe anxiety [4]. 

It was indicated that the public worries were elicited by 

the increasing number of patients and suspected cases 

of COVID-19, in addition to the increasing number of 

regions and countries affected by this pandemic. All 

these factors have raised public worries about being 

infected during this outbreak, which has increased the 

susceptibility of developing anxiety [29]. In addition, the 

significant shortage of masks and disinfectants during the 

pandemic, the lockdown and social distancing measures, 

the overwhelming news headlines, and the misleading 

news reports have also added to anxiety, and fear among 

the population [30]. 

Although more women had GAD symptoms than men, 

this association did not reach the statistically significant 

level. Thereby, it was indicated that both males and 

females experienced similar anxiety symptoms as a result 

of the pandemic. 

Conclusion

More than half of the youth in this study showed 

symptoms of GAD. Anxiety was associated with age 

and whether the participant had been diagnosed with or 

exposed to COVID-19.

Table 3. The relationship between anxiety and certain variables.

Variable
Anxiety

p value
Yes No

Gender

Male 291 (77.4%) 85 (22.6%)
0.110

Female 88 (84.6%) 16 (15.4%)

Age (Years)

15-16 72 (69.2%) 32 (30.8%)

0.000*

17-18 96 (86.5%) 15 (13.5%)

19-20 99 (100%) 0

21-22 17 (25.8%) 49 (74.2%)

23-24 95 (95%) 5 (5%)

Have you been diagnosed/exposed to COVID-19?

Yes 163 (87.6%) 23 (12.4%)
0.000*

No 216 (73.5%) 78 (26.5%)

Do you have a relative/friend diagnosed with COVID-19?

Yes 171 (81.8%) 38 (18.2%)
0.177

No 208 (76.8%) 63 (23.2%)
*Statistically significant.
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