
The Non-Linear Developmental Differences in Adolescent Worries: 
A Longitudinal Assessment of Self-Reported Concerns

• Worry is an uncontrollable, repetitive chain of 
thoughts characterized by negatively valenced 
apprehension about future events and 
outcomes.1

• Past research shows that adolescents report a 
wide range of worries (school, friends, future)2-4; 
however, these studies have relied on cross-
sectional designs, limiting our understanding of 
how worries change across development.

• Additionally, most studies use general self-report 
questionnaires5-6, which fail to capture the 
specific types of worries youth experience. 

• As a result, little is known about within-person 
developmental changes and how worry 
trajectories develop over time.

Therefore, this study examines non-linear 
age-related differences in adolescents’ 
open-ended worry responses over time. 

Hypotheses: 
• H1: Worry content will change non-linearly 

across adolescence. 
• H2: Adolescent worries will show some 

consistency, but developmental transitions 
will be associated with shifts in content.

Participants: N = 647; ages 13 – 20 years

Procedure: Participants were recruited from 
elementary and high schools in Ontario and 
completed an online survey via Qualtrics. This 
study uses a subsample of a larger longitudinal 
study and examines two waves (time points) of 
data. 

Measures:
Demographics: Age, gender, race, and parental 
education. 

Open-Ended Worry Prompt: “What are some of 
the things you are worried about? Please give as 
much detail as you can.” Responses were coded 
into thematic categories using applied thematic 
analysis (e.g., school, adulthood, friends, family).

Adolescent worries follow distinct 
developmental trajectories 

across age, with some concerns 
increasing, others decreasing, 
and some peaking at specific 

ages.
• Adulthood worries showed a linear increase 

(edf = 1.00, p < 0.001), while social evaluation 
worries showed a linear decrease (edf = 1.00, 
p = 0.005) across adolescence.

• Future-related worries (edf = 2.24, p = 0.003) 
and future-school worries (edf = 2.98, p < 
0.001) peaked around ages 16 to 17, while 
sports-related worries (edf = 2.21, p = 0.015) 
peaked in early adolescence. 

• School worries (n = 50) were the most 
consistently reported worry across both waves, 
followed by adulthood (n = 25) and future-
related worries (n = 20); however, many worry 
domains showed low consistency across time. 

• Adolescent worries evolve across 
development rather than remaining static. 
Different concerns become more salient at 
specific developmental stages, potentially 
reflecting cognitive maturation, life transitions, 
and shifting priorities.8-11 

• Understanding adolescent worries helps 
identify potential youth at risk for mental 
health difficulties. 

• Findings also help researchers, practitioners, 
and parents better understand adolescent 
development and highlight the need for 
targeted interventions to reduce worry and 
prevent mental health issues.  

• The longitudinal design, combined with the 
use of open-ended responses and GAMMs, 
provides a nuanced understanding of how 
adolescent worries develop over time, which is 
currently understudied in the literature. 
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Generalized Additive Mixed-Effects Modelling (GAMMs): A statistical approach that models non-linear relationships 
using smooth functions instead of assuming linear relationships.7 Age was treated as a continuous variable to capture 
non-linear developmental trends. 
 * Gender was controlled for in the analyses.  

Figure 2: Consistency of the Types of Worries Reported Among Adolescents Across Two Waves.

Figure 1: Age-Related Differences in Worry Across Adolescence Modelled Using GAMMs.
Note. The solid lines represent the predicted probability of reporting each worry type across age, and the 

shaded regions depict the 95% confidence intervals. 
Conclusion


