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Introduction

According to data from the Korea Health Insurance Review and
Assessment Service (2021), the number of individuals receiving
treatment for Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD) has been increasing
annually, rising from 75,127 in 2016 to 83,195 in 2020. The lifetime
prevalence rate is notably high as well, with approximately 5% of
Koreans experiencing GAD [1]. However, due to the presence of more
ambiguous symptoms compared to other types of anxiety disorders,
it is challenging to distinguish GAD symptoms from those of normal
anxiety. Moreover, since some individuals may not recognize their
condition as a disorder, it is less likely to be detected early or classified
as problematic behavior. Consequently, without proper treatment,
GAD can become chronic, leading to other mental health issues such
as social phobia, panic disorder, and depression [2].

Associated data from the Korea National Health Insurance
Corporation (2019) by age group of patients treated for anxiety
disorders (including GAD, panic disorder, obsessive-compulsive
disorder, and post-traumatic stress disorder) showed the highest rate
of increase among those in their 20s (86.2%), followed by teenagers
(46.5%) and individuals in their 30s (45.9%). Additionally, Lim
reported that approximately 11.2% of Korean adolescents belonged to
the high-risk group for GAD, indicating a much higher prevalence of
GAD in youth compared to adults.

Discussion

According to the psychosocial developmental theory of Erikson,
adolescence, spanning from ages 12 to 20, represents a transition from
childhood to adulthood- a critical period to explore oneself, contemplate
future-related conflicts, and form identity. Erikson considered the
process of coping and adapting to the external environment crucial at
each developmental stage [3], and the prolonged COVID-19 pandemic
has disrupted this process among adolescents. It can be argued that
not only was students' academic anxiety amplified in a situation where
regular school attendance was challenging, but also mental health
issues such as GAD became more prevalent due to factors like social
isolation and parental neglect manifesting in complex interactions.
Considering the impact of COVID-19, it is imperative to raise social
awareness about the issue of GAD in youth at this crucial time and
implement appropriate preventive measures [4,5].

Previous research has shown that GAD in adolescence is associated
with psychosocial issues, academic challenges, and low self-esteem, and
it can develop into a chronic handicap without effective treatment over
time. At this stage, the severity of symptoms tends to fluctuate, and
significant stresses are the primary exacerbators of GAD symptoms.
Specifically, age and chronic illness have been identified as negative
predictors of GAD. However, adolescents with GAD struggle to
identify anxiety disorders due to the absence of observable behavioral
changes, despite adaptation issues and other types of illnesses being
associated with adulthood. Therefore, early and thorough diagnosis of
GAD is crucial for determining the most effective treatment option [6].

Additionally, identifying the at-risk group earlier by identifying the
significant factors contributing to GAD in adolescents is essential. In
this study, we focused on Korean middle school students and aimed to
determine the relative impact of various variables on their GAD.

Data from the 2021 survey of the seventeenth Youth Health
Behaviour Survey were collected and analyzed in accordance with the
disclosure and control guidelines for raw data to understand the health
behaviors of Korean adolescents. The survey population comprised
middle and high school students in Korea as of April 2021, and the
sampling method included stratification, distribution, and sampling
stages. The population was stratified into 117 layers, and after classifying
17 cities and counties into large, medium, and small categories, it was
further categorized into 39 regions based on geographical accessibility,
the number of schools, population, living environment, smoking rate,
and drinking rate [7]. Four hundred middle schools and four hundred
high schools were selected during the sample distribution phase. Using
the stratified colony sampling method, the school was selected as the
primary sampling unit, and one class from each grade was randomly
selected from the sample school. All students in the sampled class were
surveyed. A total of 59,426 students, excluding long-term absentees,
disabled children, and students with text-decoding problems, were
surveyed, and 54,848 students from 796 schools participated in the
survey, with a response rate of 92%.

A current issue in Korean society is the cramming education
system and intense competition for college admission. According to
a related study, British teenagers, who are known to have relatively
high academic commitment among European countries, study for
6.9 hours per day, much less than the 11.5 hours of Korean students.
Additionally, according to the OECD’s Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA), the academic achievement scores of
Korean youths are consistently higher than the world average every
school year. In Korea's competitive social structure, where the academic
clique is recognized as one of the vital attainments, the middle and high
school period holds great significance for gaining an edge in the college
admission competition [8].

Adolescence is a time when emotional and intellectual interactions
form a more complex structure than in childhood, and underestimation
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or overestimation of the self are prevalent. For this reason, neuroticism
and mental confusion are often experienced in adolescence. These
developmental characteristics accompany the pressure of survival in
a competitive system, so the middle and high school period in Korea
presents a very high risk of developing GAD, excessive anxiety, and
tension symptoms. Therefore, in the present study, we focused on the
factors influencing GAD in Korean middle and high school students
to provide fundamental information for the development of a national
intervention program for GAD [9]. This is necessitated by the challenge
of mediating all the factors that affect GAD, as well as the need to focus
on more than a single influencing factor.

Conclusion

This study aimed to comprehensively understand the effects of
sociodemographic, negative emotion, and physical activity factors
on GAD in Korean middle and high school students using the
Korea Youth Health Behaviour Survey (2021). First, we found that
sociodemographic factors (sex, school year, academic performance, and
economic status) affect GAD. Second, the results of the independent
t-test analysis showed a significant difference in GAD according to sex
and between middle school and high school students. Third, the results
of the ANOVA analysis of GAD according to the five categories of
academic performance and socioeconomic status showed a significant
difference in GAD depending on academic performance and economic
status. Fourth, multiple regression analysis was conducted to identify
which factors significantly affect GAD and which predictors have the
greatest impact. The results of multiple regression analysis showed
that sex, economic status, perceived stress, sadness, suicidal thoughts,
loneliness, physical activity, high-intensity exercise, and muscle-
strengthening exercise significantly affected GAD, while school year
and academic performance were found to have no significant impact
on GAD. Perceived stress was found to be the predictor that had the
greatest impact on GAD, followed by loneliness, sadness, and suicidal
thoughts. Fifth, although the explanatory power of the three physical
activity factors was not high, they were all found to have a significant
impact on GAD. High-intensity activity and muscle-strengthening
exercise showed an inverse correlation with GAD, and high-intensity
exercise and muscle-strengthening exercise were more effective in
reducing GAD than regular physical activity. Therefore, we concluded
that the risk of GAD in middle and high school students increases

when the level of perceived stress is high, and high-intensity exercise
and muscle-strengthening exercise were the most effective in reducing
GAD.

Acknowledgement
None

Conflict of Interest
None

References

1. Fredriksen-Goldsen Kl, Kim HJ, Bryan AE, Shiu C, Emlet CA (2017) The
cascading effects of marginalization and pathways of resilience in attaining
good health among LGBT older adults. Gerontologist 57: 72-83.

2. Jessen F, Amariglio RE, Van Boxtel M, Breteler M, Ceccaldi M, et al. (2014) A
conceptual framework for research on subjective cognitive decline in preclinical
Alzheimer’s disease. Alzheimers Dement 10: 844-852.

3. Lépez-Sanz D, Brufia R, Delgado-Losada ML, Lépez-Higes R, Marcos-Dolado
A, et al. (2019) Electrophysiological brain signatures for the classification of
subjective cognitive decline: Towards an individual detection in the preclinical
stages of dementia. Alzheimers Res Ther 11: 49.

4. Sperling RA, Aisen PS, Beckett LA, Bennett DA, Craft S, et al. (2011) Toward
defining the preclinical stages of Alzheimer's disease: Recommendations
from the National Institute on Aging-Alzheimer’s Association workgroups on
diagnostic guidelines for Alzheimer’s disease. Alzheimers Dement 7: 280-292.

5. Hill NL, Mogle J, Wion R, Munoz E, DePasquale N, et al. (2016)
Subjective cognitive impairment and affective symptoms: A systematic
review. Gerontologist 56: 109-127.

6. Flatt JD, Johnson JK, Karpiak SE, Seidel L, Larson B, et al. (2018) Correlates
of subjective cognitive decline in lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender older
adults. J Alzheimers Dis 64: 91-102.

7. Jang Y, Haley WE, Choi EY, Franco Y (2021) Racial/ethnic differences
in correspondence between subjective cognitive ratings and cognitive
impairment. Am J Geriatr Psychiatry 30: 627-635.

8. O’'Shea DM, Dotson VM, Fieo RA, Tsapanou A, Zahodne L, et al. (2016)
Older adults with poor self-rated memory have less depressive symptoms and
better memory performance when perceived self-efficacy is high. Int J Geriatr
Psychiatry 31: 783-790.

9. Albert MS, DeKosky ST, Dickson D, Dubois B, Feldman HH, et al. (2011)
The diagnosis of mild cognitive impairment due to Alzheimer's disease:
Recommendations from the National Institute on Aging-Alzheimer’s Association
workgroups on diagnostic guidelines for Alzheimer's disease. Alzheimers
Dement 7: 270-279.

Psych Clin Ther J, an open access journal

Volume 6 « Issue 1+ 1000237


https://academic.oup.com/crawlprevention/governor?content=%2fgerontologist%2farticle-abstract%2f57%2fsuppl_1%2fS72%2f2904646
https://academic.oup.com/crawlprevention/governor?content=%2fgerontologist%2farticle-abstract%2f57%2fsuppl_1%2fS72%2f2904646
https://academic.oup.com/crawlprevention/governor?content=%2fgerontologist%2farticle-abstract%2f57%2fsuppl_1%2fS72%2f2904646
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1552526014000028
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1552526014000028
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1552526014000028
https://alzres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13195-019-0502-3
https://alzres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13195-019-0502-3
https://alzres.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13195-019-0502-3
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1552526011000999
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1552526011000999
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1552526011000999
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1552526011000999
https://academic.oup.com/gerontologist/article/56/6/e109/2952905
https://academic.oup.com/gerontologist/article/56/6/e109/2952905
https://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-alzheimers-disease/jad171061https:/scholar.google.com.tw/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C5&q=Correlates+of+subjective+cognitive+decline+in+lesbian%2C+gay%2C+bisexual%2C+and+transgender+older+adults&btnG=https://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-alzheimers-disease/jad171061
https://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-alzheimers-disease/jad171061https:/scholar.google.com.tw/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C5&q=Correlates+of+subjective+cognitive+decline+in+lesbian%2C+gay%2C+bisexual%2C+and+transgender+older+adults&btnG=https://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-alzheimers-disease/jad171061
https://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-alzheimers-disease/jad171061https:/scholar.google.com.tw/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C5&q=Correlates+of+subjective+cognitive+decline+in+lesbian%2C+gay%2C+bisexual%2C+and+transgender+older+adults&btnG=https://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-alzheimers-disease/jad171061
file:///C:\Users\WFH\Desktop\Racial\ethnic differences in correspondence between subjective cognitive ratings and cognitive impairment
file:///C:\Users\WFH\Desktop\Racial\ethnic differences in correspondence between subjective cognitive ratings and cognitive impairment
file:///C:\Users\WFH\Desktop\Racial\ethnic differences in correspondence between subjective cognitive ratings and cognitive impairment
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/gps.4392
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/gps.4392
https://alz-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1016/j.jalz.2011.03.008https:/alz-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1016/j.jalz.2011.03.008
https://alz-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1016/j.jalz.2011.03.008https:/alz-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1016/j.jalz.2011.03.008
https://alz-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1016/j.jalz.2011.03.008https:/alz-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1016/j.jalz.2011.03.008

