Exploring Gender Differences in Anxiety in Welsh University Students
ABSTRACT
Anxiety affects a large proportion of people in today’s society, and research has shown that females experience higher rates of anxiety than males. The aim of this study is to explore the differences in how anxiety affects male and female Welsh university students. An opportunity sample of 40 Welsh university students were recruited to participate in the study. Anxiety scores were self-reported by participants on the Beck Anxiety Inventory. Results were then analysed to determine averages for men and women. They were also divided into categories of low, moderate and potentially concerning anxiety levels and further analysed. The data showed that female students experienced higher average anxiety rates than male students. It also showed that when categorised, male students fell mainly into the low category, while female students were fairly evenly split. This study has added valuable insights to already existing literature and highlights the need for future studies to continue research into this important topic.
INTRODUCTION
Anxiety is the most common type of mental health disorder in the United States affecting around 20% of the population (McLean, Asnaani, Litz and Hofmann, 2011). However, in spite of its common nature, relatively little is known about when, how or why it develops, nor about other factors such as comorbidity, the influence of race/ethnicity, chronicity and the burden of illness (McLean et al, 2011). One thing that is clear from numerous studies is that women experience higher rates of anxiety than men (Breslau, Schultz and Peterson, 1995; Egloff and Schmukle, 2003; McLean and Anderson, 2009; McLean et al, 2011). One study found that one in three women met the criteria for an anxiety disorder in their lifetime, compared to only 22% of men (Mclean et al, 2011). Additionally, though there have been few studies analysing the age of onset for anxiety disorders, one study found that girls are more prone to experience anxiety at a younger age, even going so far as to suggest that by the age of six they are twice as likely as boys to experience an anxiety disorder (McLean and Anderson, 2009). Studies have also shown that women are more likely to be given a lifetime diagnosis of an anxiety disorder than men and that comorbidity rates are higher in women with a lifetime diagnosis (McLean et al, 2011). Possibly due to the higher rates of comorbidity, anxiety disorders have been found to be more disabling in women than men (McLean et al, 2011; Vesga-López, 2008), compounding the burden of illness. Often anxiety disorders in women can be found alongside mood disorders. Whereas, research has shown that where comorbidity exists in men, it is more likely to be with substance misuse (McLean and Anderson, 2009; Vesga-López, 2008).
Many research studies have focused on specific anxiety disorders rather than the classification as a whole. These studies have drawn similar conclusions and found that women experience higher rates for each individual anxiety disorder with the only exception being social anxiety disorder, where no significant gender difference has been found (McLean and Anderson, 2009; McLean et al, 2011). 
On the whole, treatment-seeking behaviours have been reported to be low across both genders. However, women are more likely than men to report anxiety (McLean and Hope, 2010), to seek treatment and to take medication for anxiety (Vesga-López et al, 2008). 
This study focused on gender differences in anxiety amongst a sample group of Welsh university students using the Beck Anxiety Inventory (Beck, Epstein, Brown, & Greer, 1988) which classifies anxiety levels as low, moderate or potentially concerning. It was expected that results would be consistent with existing literature, with the average score for women being higher than the average score for men. It was also expected that most men would fall into the low category and most women into the moderate category. 
METHODS
PARTICIPANTS
A sample of 40 (20 male, 20 female) Welsh university students between the ages of 18-39 (M = 25.20, SD = 5.55) were recruited. Participants were recruited through opportunity sampling and awarded course credit in return for participation in the study.
DESIGN
This study used a between-subjects design. The independent variable was gender with participants classified as either male or female. The dependent variable was the anxiety score for each participant as assessed through the BAI. 
MATERIALS
The Beck Anxiety Inventory was used to assess self-reported levels of anxiety. This inventory is made up of twenty-one questions in total marked on a four-point Likert scale. Participants were asked to rate each item by indicating how much they have been bothered by that symptom in the past month. Scores range from 1 = not at all to 4 = severely – it bothered me a lot. Each participant’s total score of anxiety was calculated by adding scores for all 21 items. Potential scores ranged from zero to 63, with higher scores indicative of more severe anxiety experienced in the past month. A scoring key includes information relating to cut-off points for levels of anxiety. 
A demographic information sheet was also used requiring participants to indicate their gender and age. 
PROCEDURE
Participants were recruited via opportunity sampling through information posted out via a module’s Virtual Learning Environment. The information included the main aims of the study and gave instructions on how to participate. Participants arrived at laboratories and were asked to read the study consent form and sign if they were happy to take part. Once consent was obtained, participants were asked to complete the demographic information sheet followed by the BAI. Once completed, participants were provided with a debrief form outlining the aims of the study as well as the participants right to withdraw and thanked for taking part. 
RESULTS
Results from this study found that, consistent with previous research, rates of anxiety were higher in women than in men. The average score for men was 22.25, whilst women scored an average of 28.25 (see Fig 1). Women also had the greatest range of scores with participants scoring between 10 and 51. Comparatively, male scores ranged from 10 to 40.
Fig. 1

Scores on the BAI can be categorised as 0-21 = low anxiety, 22-35 = moderate anxiety and 36+ = potentially concerning levels of anxiety. After categorising the results of this study, significantly higher numbers of men fell into the low anxiety category. Amongst female participants, there was a more even spread over the three categories (see Fig 2).
Fig. 2
	Anxiety
	Male
	Female

	Low
	13
	7

	Moderate
	4
	8

	Potentially concerning
	3
	5



When looking at the average scores in each category, women scored higher than men in both the low & potentially concerning categories. However, men who ranked in the moderate anxiety category had a higher average score than women (see Fig 3).
Fig. 3
	Comparing average anxiety scores by category

	Male
	Female
	Category
	
	

	15.92
	17.29
	Low 

	30.25
	27.63
	Moderate 

	39
	44.6
	Potentially concerning



The average age of all participants across all categories was 25.2 (25.3 for men and 25.1 for women). When broken down into categories, for men the age range was greatest in moderate anxiety. However, the average age was highest for those experiencing low anxiety (see Fig 4). This suggests that the older men get the lower the anxiety levels they experience. For women, the levels were much more evenly spread with a slightly higher average age for those experiencing moderate anxiety. However, the average age for those experiencing low or potentially concerning anxiety was almost identical. When looking at the age range for women, there was again a fairly even spread with the greatest age range for low anxiety. This gradually narrowed for moderate and then potentially concerning levels. This suggests that women are equally susceptible to anxiety regardless of age.
Fig. 4
	Comparing average age and age range by category

	Male
	Female
	
Category

	Average age
	Age range
	Average age
	Age range
	

	26.31
	18-35
	24.43
	18-32
	Low

	24.75
	18-39
	26.13
	19-31
	Moderate

	21.67
	18-28
	24.4
	20-29
	Potentially concerning



These findings show the initial hypothesis to be accurate in that women’s anxiety levels were higher than men’s. It was also true that when categorised, most men were shown to have low levels of anxiety. Also as expected, more women registered as having moderate anxiety levels, however, this was only marginally.
DISCUSSION
This study was the first to compare gender differences in anxiety amongst Welsh university students. Overall results were consistent with previous findings and showed greater average levels of anxiety in females than in males. Findings were broken down into the categories ‘low’, ‘moderate’ and ‘potentially concerning’ as laid out in the BAI. The data again showed that men’s anxiety levels were lower than women’s. When taking age as a factor, some interesting results emerged showing that potentially concerning levels of anxiety tended to occur in younger men and that the older men got the more likely they were to experience low anxiety. This differed from women, who were fairly evenly spread out in both their anxiety scores and their ages. Practically, this research suggests that women tend to need greater support with anxiety levels than men and that support for men would be most beneficial earlier in life. However, given the small number of participants, these findings are only a tentative guide and research on a larger and more diverse sample could show additional trends. 
Another limitation is the fact that participants were only asked to score their experience over the last month. If the same group of participants were tested again in six months’ time, their results could be somewhat different. Therefore in future studies, it would be beneficial to add a within subjects design element to take into account changes within participants over time. This would give a clearer idea of continuous experiences of anxiety.
Finally, this study did not take into account any pre-existing anxiety disorders or other mental or physical illnesses making it hard to know whether the anxiety experienced was a temporary state or could be linked to other ongoing health challenges.
In conclusion, this study has added weight to existing research by showing that with regards anxiety and gender, Welsh university students are consistent with the rest of the population. It has given some insights into how age can also have an effect. Further research would be advised to take a more longitudinal approach. It would also be beneficial to conduct similar research on the Welsh population in general to compare with trends amongst university students.
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