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With the spread of the coronavirus 19 pandemic, many people
around the world have developed high levels of Covid-19 anxiety,
which has serious implications for psychological and social
adjustment. The aim of this study was to increase knowledge about
the level of fear of Covid-19 and associated sociodemographic
factors in the general Pakistani population. Respondents included
456 Pakistani adults (62.8% women) completed a self-report
questionnaire that included the sociodemographic factors of the
Fear of Covid-19 scale. The data showed a significant association
between high levels of Fear of Covid-19 and female gender, low
educational level, and low socioeconomic status. This result
suggests that Covid-19 anxiety is relatively high in Pakistan and
generally higher than in other countries (although direct
comparison is difficult because of differences in sample
composition and data collection period). Finally, anxiety should be
monitored in the general population and intervention and
prevention strategies should target vulnerable populations.

Keywords. Fear of Covid-19, pandemic, anxiety

In December 2019, the world was surprised by the coronavirus
pandemic COVD-19 (World Health Organization, 2021). By June
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2021, there were already more than 4 million deaths due to covid-19
in the world (Abou Ghayde et al., 2022), and the pandemic had a
severe impact on the economies of countries around the world,
especially for poorer or developing countries (Abodunrin et al., 2020;
Nicola et al., 2020; Richards et al., 2022). The severity of the
syndrome and the lack of an effective cure or vaccine have forced
governments to adopt extraordinary and particularly restrictive
preventive measures, such as social distancing, lockdown, closure of
public educational institutions (e.g., schools and universities), work
and leisure activities, travel restrictions, and commitments to the use
of face masks, hand disinfection gels, and limited access to care
(Longobardi, 2020; Marengo et al., 2022; Niu et al., 2022; Plimper &
Neumayer, 2022).

Economic uncertainty and the severity of COVID-19 infection may
have led to the emergence of fears associated with infection in the
general population. Indeed, there are reports of people who have
begun to isolate themselves and stop socializing to avoid infection
(Abuhammad et al., 2021), and of people who have begun to stockpile
food, toilet paper, and even weapons (Luo et al., 2021; Skoda et al.,
2021). Given the negative impact of COVID-19 and the associated
concern for one's survival, fear of COVID -19 could be considered an
adaptive response to the context. However, if the fear is not
appropriate to the threat, it may lead to a limitation of the person's
daily functioning and increase the risk of maladaptation. In this sense,
it is important to monitor the level of fear of Covid-19 in the
population and determine which groups are most at risk for
developing irrational or excessive fears regarding covid-19 infection,
as high levels of fear may lead to negative outcomes.

Studies conducted globally during the pandemic suggest that
certain demographic factors like gender, age, education, and
socioeconomic status may be associated with greater fear of Covid-19.
For example, some studies have found that women tend to report
higher levels of fear compared to men (Balakrishnan et al., 2022; Lou
et al., 2021; Metin et al., 2022). Older adults who are at higher risk
from Covid-19 might also experience greater fear (Han et al., 2021;
Nicola et al., 2020). Lower education levels and socioeconomic status
have also emerged as potential risk factors in some studies (Bitan et
al., 2020; Cori et al., 2021).

However, research on fear of Covid-19 in the general Pakistani
population has been very limited. One study with medical personnel
found high anxiety related to Covid-19 (Khattak et al., 2021). Another
study of university students also reported elevated fear levels (Rafiq et
al., 2021). But there have been no studies that examined fear of
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Covid-19 and associated demographic risk factors specifically in the
Pakistani public. This is an important gap, as identifying vulnerable
subgroups could inform prevention and intervention efforts.

The aim of the present study was therefore to measure fear of
Covid-19 in a sample of the Pakistani general population, and explore
whether gender, age, education, and income are associated with
greater fear, as has been found in some other cultural contexts. While
moderate levels of fear of Covid-19 may encourage people to adopt
the right behaviors that reduce the risk of infection (Lou et al., 2021),
high levels of fear of Covid-19 tend to be associated with poorer
social and psychological adjustment (Alimoradi et al., 2022; Lou et
al., 2021; Simsir et al., 2022). Therefore, it is important to monitor the
level of fear of Covid-19 in the population and determine which
groups are most at risk for developing irrational or excessive fears
regarding covid-19 infection.

Method
Sample

A total of 456 subjects participated in this study. Before the actual
study began, a pre-validation of the questionnaire was performed on
25 participants as part of a pilot study. Of the total sample, 174
(38.2%) were male and 282 (61.8%) were female respondents. With
respect to age, we followed the classification used in several studies
previously conducted in Pakistan general population, distinguishing
three main age groups: 18-30, 31-45, and 46-60 (e.g., see Gillani, et
al. 2018; Hassan et al., 2019; Malik et al., 2020). Respondents were
asked about their age and monthly income. To protect the privacy of
participants, data on age and income were collected as categorical
variables, that is, as age and income ranges. Both variables were
divided into three categories that is for age, respondents were
classified in three groups that is 18-30 years (n = 46, 10.1%), 31-45
years (n = 240, 52.6%) , and 46-60 years (n = 170, 37.3%); while for
income groups, respondents were categorized in three groups
including PKR < 30,000 (n = 243, 53.3%), PKR 30,000-90,000
(n = 168, 36.8%) and PKR > 90,000 (n = 45, 9.9%). In terms of
education, respondents could indicate three categories, that is no
formal education or primary education; high school to undergraduate
education; and postgraduate education. Most participants had a
medium level of education (n = 264, 57.9%); while the sample
(n = 116, 25.4%) had a high level of education and (n = 76, 16.7%)
had a low level of education.
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Fear of COVID-19 Scale

The level of fear of Covid-19 among respondents was measured
using the validated Fear of Covid-19 Scale (Ahorsu et al., 2020). It
comprises seven items and demonstrates a stable unidimensional
structure with robust psychometric properties. The scale exhibited
satisfactory internal consistency (o = .78). The Fear of COVID-19
Scale prompts participants to express their agreement level with
statements through a 5-point Likert-type scale, encompassing
responses ranged from strongly disagree = 1 to strongly agree = 5;
and contributing to a total score from 7 to 35 with higher score
signifies a greater fear of COVID-19.

Procedure

Beginning with personal contacts of local authors, we employed a
snowball sampling approach to extend the reach of our survey. The
online cross-sectional survey was carried out among participants from
three provinces of Pakistan, namely Punjab, Sindh, and KPK. This
survey was conducted during the summer months, specifically from
May 2021 to June 2021. Our intention was to capture a diverse
representation of the general, non-clinical, population during this time
frame and across these geographically distinct regions. The study was
conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and a formal
ethical approval was obtained from the ethics committee of Sialkot
University, Pakistan, before the start of the study. The questionnaire
was disseminated by using Google forms and distributed to the target
groups. Before completing the survey, participants were instructed to
read the informed consent form and if they agreed with the written
statement, they were allowed to complete the questionnaire. To
qualify for inclusion in the study, participants had to meet the
following eligibility criteria that is Pakistani citizens aged 18 years or
older, and willingly participate in the online survey. The survey was
anonymous, and confidentiality of information was ensured.

Results

Data analysis was performed using the SPSS 27 statistical software
package. The sample mean score for fear of Covid was 21.04 (SD =
5.79).
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Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations of the scores for
fear of covid differentiated by gender, age group, monthly income,
and education level, respectively.

Table 1
Fear of Covid scores by Gender, Age, Income, and Education Level
(N = 456)
Sociodemographic Factors n M SD F (df1,df2) n”
Gender Men 174 20.01 5091 A
Women 282 21.68 5.63 9.16 (1, 454) 02
18-30 Years 46 2113 5.67
Age 31-45 Years 240 2096 5.74  0.05 (2, 453) <.001
46-60 Years 170 21.14 593
<30,000 243 2157 573
Monthly N
Income 30,000-90,000 168 21.20 5.88 9.34" (2, 453) .04
> 90,000 45 1760 4.60
Low 76 2185 6.01
Education Medium 264 2159 571 7.737(2,453) .03
High 116 19.25 5.49
"p<.01.

Comparisons between groups were made using the one-way
method ANOVA, with the covid anxiety score as the dependent
variable and the sociodemographic categorical variables as predictors.
As shown in the Table, females reported higher fear scores compared
to males, with the difference being statistically significant. In terms of
age groups, the differences were not statistically significant, as
reflected by the low F-value and negligible effect size, indicating a
relatively uniform distribution of fear scores across ages 18-60 year
old. The analysis of monthly income revealed that individuals with the
highest income exhibited the lowest fear scores, a trend significantly
different from lower income groups. The effect sizes associated with
these differences are mostly small indicating that the differences that
were found were not of substantial magnitude.

Discussion

The primary objective of our study was to enhance our
understanding of the prevalence of fear of Covid-19 in the general
Pakistani population and to identify the associated sociodemographic
factors. Our findings suggest that adults in Pakistan tend to express
higher levels of fear of Covid-19 compared to populations in Saudi
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Arabia (Alyami et al., 2021), Spain (Sanchez-Teruel et al., 2022), Latin
America (Caycho-Rodriguez et al., 2021), Russia, and Belarus (Reznik
et al.,, 2021). While direct comparisons are challenging due to
variations in sample composition and data collection periods across
studies, our results align with existing literature proposing that Asian
countries, being among the first affected, are particularly susceptible
to fear of Covid-19 (Luo et al., 2021).

Furthermore, our study reveals significant associations with certain
sociodemographic factors. In line with prior research (Lou et al.,
2021; Metin et al., 2022), our findings indicate that the female gender
is linked to higher levels of fear of Covid-19 in the Pakistani
population. This aligns with international literature suggesting that
females are more prone to developing heightened fear of Covid-19
infection. Additionally, our research establishes a noteworthy
association between fear of Covid-19, educational level, and
socioeconomic status. Specifically, elevated levels of fear of Covid-19
are correlated with lower levels of education and economic status.
These results are consistent with current literature indicating that
individuals with lower economic status (Bitan et al., 2020; Cori et al.,
2021; Sathe et al., 2020) and lower levels of education (Cori et al.,
2021; Elsharkawy & Abdelaziz, 2021; Mahamid et al., 2020) tend to
experience higher levels of Covid-19 anxiety.

It is plausible that higher levels of education and economic
resources equip individuals with the tools to adapt better to the
pandemic context, thereby aiding in coping with the challenges of
Covid-19 infection and contributing to lower levels of fear compared
to other groups. Finally, our study did not identify a significant
association between fear of Covid-19 and age. This finding is
intriguing, as one might expect older individuals to be more prone to
reporting fear of Covid-19 due to their increased susceptibility to viral
infections. However, our findings are in line with the emerging trend
in the literature, which indicates a nonsignificant association between
fear of Covid-19 and age (Lou et al., 2021; Metin et al., 2022).

Despite the novelty of our study, the results must be considered
with some methodological limitations. The limited sample size and the
different gender distribution make it difficult to generalize the data
obtained. Therefore, future studies could include larger, more
representative, and gender-balanced samples. Furthermore, we have
only collected the data on the basis of self-reporting. As a result, the
data may be biased by factors such as social desirability, memory or
text comprehension. Future studies could use other data sources, such
as outside observers and other types of instruments (e.g., semi-
structured interviews) to confirm or refute our findings. Finally, our
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study included few sociodemographic variables and no psychological
or attitudinal variables that could contribute to the understanding of
the phenomenon under study. Future studies could replicate the survey
by considering additional sociodemographic factors, such as place of
residence (e.g., small villages or urban areas), or including
psychological and attitudinal variables, such as resilience, social
support, or coping strategies, which could help shed light on the more
nuanced mechanisms contributing to perceived fear of Covid-19.

Implications

The study findings have important ramifications for Pakistani
public health and policymaking, as well as maybe other comparable
situations. Given that women tend to suffer higher levels of emotional
discomfort and terror, gender-sensitive mental health therapies and
communication tactics are necessary. Furthermore, the correlation
between reduced socioeconomic and educational standing and
heightened fear connected to pandemics highlights the significance of
providing specific assistance and educational initiatives for these
populations. Enhancing access to resources, information, and coping
mechanisms should be the main goal of these interventions to lessen
the psychological effects of public health emergencies.

Conclusion

In conclusion, our study provided the first evidence of the level of
fear covid-19 in the general population of Pakistan, which is high
compared with other Western countries. Moreover, our study revealed
that female gender, low education, and low socioeconomic status were
sociodemographic factors significantly associated with higher levels
of covid-19 phobia. Consistent with our data, we suggest that it is
important to monitor fear of covid-19 and develop prevention and
support strategies for individuals potentially at risk.
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