Advances in Cognitive Sciences

Research Article

Pages 31-44

Cognitive and emotional factors associated with
COVID-19: A meta-analysis of the evidence

Meysam Sadeghi'" (2}, Soodabeh Soltanzadeh?, Mahnoosh Kamranvand®, Mahmoud Feizipour Namaghi?,
Nasim Rezaei Javan®, Amir Mohammad Teymourzade Najjar?

1. Professor, Department of Psychology, Institute for Cognitive Science Studies (ICSS), Tehran, Iran
2. PhD Student of Social Cognition, Institute for Cognitive Science Studies (ICSS), Tehran, Iran
3. PhD Student of Cognitive Psychology, Institute for Cognitive Science Studies (ICSS), Tehran, Iran

Recieved: 2 Sep. 2024
Revised: 3 Feb. 2025
Accepted: 4 Feb. 2025

Keywords
Meta-analysis
COVID-19 anxiety
Cognitive factors
Emotional factors

Corresponding author

Meysam Sadeghi, Professor, De-
partment of Psychology, Institute
for Cognitive Science Studies
(ICSS), Tehran, Iran

Email: Meysamsadeghi7@gmail.com

doi.org/10.30514/icss.27.1.31

Introduction: The Coronaviruses epidemic (COVID-19) affected people’s lives widely in psycho-
logical, physical, social, and economic dimensions. Anxiety is considered the main consequence
of facing unpredictable and new situations, such as those that occur in health crises. COVID-19
anxiety includes experiencing a series of unpleasant psychological symptoms such as depression,
hopelessness, and suicidal thoughts. The present study aimed to investigate the cognitive and emo-
tional factors affecting COVID-19 anxiety in 2019 and 2021, employing meta-analysis.
Methods: The statistical population included all research conducted in this field in Iran, available
in the form of articles through the websites of Magiran, Cilivica, Noormags, and Scientific Infor-
mation Database (SID). After searching the articles, 23 studies conducted between 2019 and 2021
were selected. The data were analyzed using CMA Version 2 Software.

Results: The results showed that the overall effect size of cognitive-emotional factors in COVID-19
anxiety was 0.31 in the fixed effects model and 0.43 in the random effects model. In the separate
examination of the factors that were repeated more than once, flexibility variables, health anxiety,
and death anxiety respectively had the greatest effect on COVID-19 anxiety. Furthermore, consid-
ering time as a moderating variable, with time, the effectiveness of Corona anxiety from cognitive
and emotional factors had decreased.

Conclusion: Since cognition and emotion interact with each other at the functional and neural
levels to form behavior, and effective regulation of emotion is crucial for successful performance,

it is essential to pay attention to these factors in preventing anxiety caused by COVID-19.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Anxiety can heighten the activity of the autonomic ner-
vous system and drain cognitive resources, leading to dis-
ruptions in performance. In severe cases, it poses a risk

factor for impacting emotional and behavioral responses,
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as well as contributing to heart diseases. Studies have
shown that the spread of infectious diseases such as Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), and Swine Flu (H1IN1)

is associated with an increase in anxiety symptoms, as
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well as people with Corona anxiety, a series of unpleas-
ant psychological symptoms. They report physiological
symptoms such as depression, hopelessness, and suicidal
thoughts. Health anxiety is defined as anxiety caused by
a severe and life-threatening disease and is considered a
risk factor affecting emotional and behavioral responses
to epidemics. Studies have shown that people with high
anxiety sensitivity have an attention bias towards threat-
ening stimuli, causing deeper negative emotions.

A correlation between distress intolerance and symptoms
of depression, general anxiety, and health has been ob-
served in the research conducted in the field of Corona
anxiety. Intolerance of uncertainty is one of the cogni-
tive factors affecting people's responses to epidemics,
defined as the inability of a person to tolerate an aversive
response caused by the perceived lack of key or sufficient
information. Furthermore, the results of studies conduct-
ed on COVID-19 indicate the relationship between intol-
erance of uncertainty and psychological well-being and
distress with symptoms of depression, anxiety, and health
anxiety. Therefore, the present study aims to meta-analyt-
ically investigate internal research in the field of anxiety
of COVID-19 using strong statistical methods and in re-
sponse to the question of what cognitive-emotional vari-

ables are effective on Corona anxiety, was implemented.

Methods

In this research, data collection was done using a sys-
tematic review method, and a meta-analysis method was
used to answer the questions. Based on the evidence in
meta-analysis studies, the characteristics and mass find-
ings of research in quantitative concepts provide the pos-
sibility of using a powerful statistical method. Because
the present study investigated the cognitive-emotional
factors affecting Corona anxiety, the statistical population
of this study includes all the studies that have been con-

ducted in this field in Iran and published in article form
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through the databases of Magiran, Cilivica, Noormags,
and Scientific Information Database (SID) that were
available online. After searching the articles, 23 studies,
conducted between 2019 and 2021, were selected. Infor-
mation related to sample size, time and place of research,
gender, age, education, descriptive statistics of studies in-
cluding mean, standard deviation, statistical results, and
significance level were entered into the meta-analysis
worksheet and analyzed by comprehensive meta-analysis
software. MA2 (CMAZ2) was used to calculate publica-
tion bias, study heterogeneity, effect size, and to analyze
moderators. Egger's method operates on the principle that
in the absence of publication bias, the expected value of
the regression constant () should be zero. Additionally,
the regression slope () should accurately represent the
true effect without any bias. Funnel plots are a basic vi-
sual tool for investigating publication bias and other bi-
ases in meta-analysis, simple scatterplots of the observed
effect sizes from individual studies against an index of
study size. To correct and fit to assess and adjust for pub-
lication bias in small samples, an iterative process is used
in which inconsistent observations are removed from the
funnel plot. The values assigned to missing studies are
then added, filling in effect size estimates and standard
errors of studies that are likely to be missing. The occur-
rence of many missing studies on one side of the effect

mean line indicates publication bias or small sample bias.

Results

Thirteen studies were conducted in 2019, 11 in 2021, and
five in 2022. The overall effect size of cognitive-emo-
tional factors in Corona anxiety is 0.31 in the fixed ef-
fects model and 0.43 in the random effects model. In the
separate analysis of the factors repeated more than once,
flexibility variables, health anxiety, and death anxiety,
respectively, had the greatest effect on Corona anxiety.

To investigate publication bias in the studies, the Egger
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regression method is employed, with the regression con-
stant equal to -2.05; therefore, according to the Eager re-
gression method, no publication bias exists. Moreover,
according to the N test, which is safe from classic error,
the number of 207 studies with a zero mean effect should
be added to the analysis so that the significant level of
the combined effect size reaches more than 0. The results
of Duvall's and Tweedy's correction and fitting method
also show that the distribution of studies is symmetrical.
Demonstratively, the heterogeneity in the studies necessi-
tated adjusting the analysis for the year of research publi-
cation. The Q test for the modifying effect of publication
year was significant, Q=6. Based on this result, indica-
tively, Corona anxiety under the influence of cognitive
and emotional factors was the highest in 2020 and the
lowest in 2021. In other words, with time, the effective-
ness of Corona anxiety has decreased due to cognitive

and emotional factors.

Conclusion

This research's results reveal that among the cogni-
tive-emotional factors affecting Corona anxiety, the larg-
est effect sizes in the variables that were repeated more
than once are related to the variables of death anxiety,
flexibility, and health anxiety, respectively. Death anxiety
refers to the fear and anticipation of one's own death or
the death of significant others. This anxiety is influenced
by various cultural perspectives, which can significantly
impact how intensely individuals fear death. Therefore,
it is essential to clarify the impact of death anxiety on
fear in different populations and can help health deci-
sion-makers deal more effectively with this issue. Nota-
bly, all the research included in the present meta-analysis
on the death anxiety variable has consistent results and
indicates the significant effect of the death anxiety vari-
able on corona anxiety.

The COVID-19 epidemic caused an increase in the level
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of anxiety among people around the world, so accord-
ing to the statistics of the World Health Organization, the
COVID-19 epidemic caused a 25% increase in the prev-
alence of anxiety and depression around the world. How-
ever the level of anxiety caused by COVID-19 is expect-
ed to decrease over time, as the disease's outbreak and the
measures taken to address it are better understood, and
people adapt to the associated conditions and restrictions
within their communities. This research's results show
that by examining the role of the moderating variable of
the year of publication/completion of the used research,
over time, the effectiveness of Corona anxiety from cog-

nitive and emotional factors has decreased.
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