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Abstract

Background and Objectives: Children were one of the vulnerable groups in society
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although children showed less severe form of the
disease compared to adults, ignorance and fear of this disease lead to serious
problems, such as anxiety disorder, depression, and post-traumatic stress. The
purpose of this research is to investigate the state of anxiety disorders in children
aged 6-12 years after the COVID-19 pandemic in Gorgan City.

Materials and Methods: The present cross-sectional study was conducted with a
descriptive-analytical approach conducted on 490 patients who referred to the
Taleghani Hospital clinic and two private practices of pediatricians in Gorgan. The
required data for the study were collected using the standard Spence Children's
Anxiety Scale. Data were analyzed in SPSS version 18 software using independent
t-test and one-way analysis of variance. A significance level was considered at less
than 0.05.

Results: The mean age of the children was 8.72 + 1.51 years, and 257 (52.4%) of
them were boys. The mean anxiety score was 19.78 + 12.08. The subscale of fear
of physical harm (4.71+3.07) and separation anxiety (4.88+3.61) obtained the
highest scores among the dimensions of anxiety disorder. Girls had a higher anxiety
score than boys (P=0.001). No significant statistical relationship was observed
between history of infection with COVID-19 (P=0.689) and death due to COVID-
19 (P=0.176) and anxiety score. Anxiety disorders were higher in preschool
children (P<0.05). There was a statistically significant relationship between the
parents' education level and the father's occupation and the total anxiety score
(P<0.05). There was no statistically significant relationship between mother's
occupation and anxiety disorder (P=0.136).

Conclusion: According to the findings, the social and cultural factors of the family
have a significant role in children's anxiety; therefore, it is necessary to consider
the education of parents in order to prevent children from suffering from anxiety.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Anxiety disorders are among the most prevalent
psychiatric conditions affecting children. These
disorders can manifest through a range of
symptoms, including difficulty ~concentrating,
disturbed sleep, insomnia and nightmares, loss of
appetite, irritability,  heightened  emotional
reactions, persistent worry and negative thinking,
feelings of tension and discomfort, crying episodes,
complaints of stomach pain, and an overall sense of
malaise. In Iran, the prevalence of anxiety disorders
in children and adults varies between 20% and
40%. In addition to endangering people's physical
health, COVID-19 also caused irreparable
psychological effects. Children were one of the
vulnerable groups in society during the COVID-19
pandemic (13). Although children showed less
severe form of the disease compared to adults,
ignorance and fear of this disease led to anxiety
disorders, depression, and post-traumatic stress.
The present study was conducted with the aim of
investigating the state of anxiety disorders in
children aged 6-12 years who referred to children's
clinics in Gorgan City in 2023.

Materials and Methods

The current cross-sectional study was conducted on
children aged 6 to 12 years who referred to
Taleghani Hospital and two private clinics of
pediatricians (non-psychiatrists) in Gorgan City in
2023. The sample size, based on a study by
Fourcadel et al.,, was estimated to be 447
individuals. Taking into account the dropout rate of
10%, the required sample size was determined at
490 people. The inclusion criteria were the age
range of 6-12 years and the informed consent of the
child's parents to participate in the study. Exclusion
criteria were the history of chronic illness and the
child's previous visit to a psychiatrist, the child
suffering  from underlying mental problems
confirmed by a physician, and the child's parent
suffering from an acute or chronic mental illness
confirmed by a physician. The researcher visited the
clinic of Taleghani Hospital and two private clinics
of pediatricians (non-psychiatrists) in Gorgan City
and selected 490 referring children who met the
conditions to enter the study. The patients were
placed in a quiet environment, and after the
researcher's explanation, written and informed
consent was obtained from them. The required data
were collected using a demographic information
checklist and Spence Children's Anxiety Scale
(SCAS) based on the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition. The
SCAS consists of 6 subscales: panic attacks and
agoraphobia (9 items), separation anxiety disorder
(6 items), fear of physical harm (5 items), social
phobia (6 items), obsessive-compulsive disorder (6
items), and generalized anxiety disorder (5 items).
This scale was completed by parents. Answers were
scored on a four-point Likert scale (O=never,
1=sometimes, 2=often, and 3=always). The
maximum possible score is obtained at 114, with
higher scores indicating more anxiety in children.

This tool has been standardized by Mousavi et al.
in one study (6-12-year-old children) and by
Basaknejad et al. in another study (4-6-year-old) in
Iran. The collected data were analyzed in SPSS
version 19 statistical software using independent t-
tests and one-way analysis of variance. Fisher's
Least Significant Difference post hoc test was used
for multiple comparisons. The significant level was
considered less than 0.05.

Results

Of the 490 participants, 52.4% were boys, and
54.3% were in the age group above 8. The mean
age of the participants was 8.72 + 1.51 years. Most
of the children were the firstborn in their families
and had a sibling. Among the parents, 69.4% of
fathers and 74.5% of mothers had a university
education. The majority of the fathers were
employees, while most of the mothers were
housewives. 50.6% of the participants had a history
of being infected with COVID-19. Most of the
participants did not have a history of death in their
family as a result of contracting COVID-19. The
average score of SCAS subscales was 19.78 =+
12.08. The mean scores of separation anxiety and
fear of physical harm were significantly higher in
the age group under 8 years than in those over 8
years. The mean values of panic attack and
agoraphobia, separation anxiety, fear of physical
harm, social phobia, and the total scores of
subscales were significantly higher in girls than in
boys. There was no statistically significant
difference in the mean anxiety of children based on
the history of COVID-19 infection in the two
groups. However, the mean score for the social
phobia subscale was significantly higher in the
group that experienced a family death due to
COVID-19 compared to those without such a
history. Birth order and number of children had no
statistically significant relationship with children's
anxiety. The mean scores of separation anxiety
subscale in preschool children and fear of physical
harm in third-grade children were significantly
higher than in other groups. The mean score of the
subscales of panic attack and agoraphobia,
separation anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder,
generalized anxiety, and total score in children with
fathers with undergraduate education level were
significantly higher than in other groups. The mean
score of the subscales of panic attack and
agoraphobia, separation anxiety, fear of physical
harm, obsessive-compulsive disorder, generalized
anxiety, and the total score were significantly higher
in children with mothers with undergraduate
education levels. The mean score of the subscales
of panic attack and agoraphobia, separation
anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and the
total score in children with working fathers were
significantly higher than in other groups. The mean
score of fear of physical harm in children and
obsessive-compulsive disorder in children with
stay-at-home mothers was significantly higher than
in other groups.

Discussion
The mean score of anxiety disorder subscales in
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children was equal to 19.78 + 12.08. Anxiety and
fear of physical harm had higher scores than other
dimensions of anxiety disorder. The mean of
separation anxiety and fear of physical harm in the
age group under 8 years old was significantly higher
than in those over 8 years old. The average anxiety
disorder in girls was significantly higher than in
boys. These results are consistent with the results of
the study by Derakhshanpour et al. and Erfanian et
al. Children whose parents had university
education had the lowest level of anxiety in all
dimensions.  Father's occupation showed a
statistically significant relationship with children's
anxiety disorder. The results of the present study

were similar to those of Kayani et al., Shaygan Far
et al., and Khanjani et al. There was no statistically
significant relationship between birth order and
number of children, history of COVID-19, and
death due to COVID-19 with the dimensions and
total score of anxiety disorder.

Conclusion

Based on the findings of this research, the social and
cultural factors of the family play a significant role
in children's anxiety. Therefore, it is necessary to
consider the education of parents to prevent
children from suffering from anxiety.
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