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					Abstract 

					The post-pandemic landscape has seen a worsening of mental health and emotional well-being issues in Spanish society. This article analyses data from Survey 3298 conducted by the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS) (Sociological Research Centre) to assess the impact that the pandemic has had on these issues, starting from a differentiation between the concepts of existential feelings and socio-emotional distress. This differentiation has been informed by a literature review on existential concerns, which synthesises diverse European research contributions from the past five years. A structural equation model was developed to investigate the structure of the relationship between these two dimensions and their links to socio-demographic factors. The results indicate that there has been a greater impact on young people, women and individuals with lower education levels in terms of existential issues, and show how these issues have contributed to socio-emotional distress.
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					Resumen 

					La situación pospandémica ha profundizado en los problemas de salud mental y bienestar emocional en la sociedad española. Este artículo analiza la encuesta 3298 del Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS) para comprender la incidencia de estas problemáticas, partiendo de una distinción conceptual entre sentimientos existenciales y malestares socioemocionales. Se fundamenta dicha distinción mediante la revisión bibliográfica de investigaciones sobre preocupaciones existenciales en los últimos cinco años, contribuyendo a una síntesis de diferentes aportaciones europeas. Se establece un modelo de ecuaciones estructurales que indaga en la estructura de relaciones entre las dos dimensiones y su relación con factores sociodemográficos. Los resultados indican que jóvenes, mujeres y personas con menor nivel formativo sufren un mayor impacto en problemas existenciales, así como la forma en que estos inciden en la manifestación de malestares socioemocionales.
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				Introduction1

				The COVID-19 crisis continues to have a profound impact on our societies. The post-pandemic period has been marked by a fourth wave of escalating mental and emotional health issues among the population. These issues have attracted the attention of numerous researchers in Spain (Tezanos, 2022; Ruiz-Frutos and Gómez-Salgado, 2021; Antonovica, Esteban and Antolín, 2023). Neverthe-less, it remains essential for sociologists to fully engage with the available sur-vey data on the pandemic’s effects in or-der to grasp its impact in all its complex-ity (Torrado et al., 2023). Surveys such as those conducted by the Centro de Inves-tigaciones Sociológicas (CIS) (Sociologi-cal Research Centre) are a highly valuable tool for understanding and addressing the current mental health crisis. This crisis should not be seen as an exceptional out-come of the pandemic, but as a reflection of a raw, vulnerable situation that has en-trenched a series of challenges that still affect us today. 

				Two effects on the socio-affective structure can be identified. On the one hand, there is an increase in socio-emo-tional distress, referring to the bodily ex-pression of suffering that affects individ-uals’ emotional states (Bericat, 2018). On the other hand, there are existential con-cerns, which reflect fears linked to the questioning of one’s identity and life pro-jects (Martuccelli, 2011: 5; Bengtsson and Flisbäck, 2021: 148). The pandemic cri-sis intensified these existential concerns by radically disrupting everyday life and forcing a rupture in biographical path-

				ways. While the two concepts are related, they occupy a different level of social re-ality. Socio-emotional distress involves an evaluative relationship with specific events in the surrounding world, whereas existential concerns seemingly entail a deeper level of subjectivity, which has recently been explored by two contem-porary representatives of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory. According to Axel Honneth (2007), human experience is grounded in a mode of existential con-cern and emotional affliction that ori-ents human interaction towards the sur-rounding world and forms the basis for structures of recognition and knowledge. Closely aligned with this view is Hartmut Rosa’s notion of resonance (2019, 2023: 3). This is based on a stance of affective openness towards the world, and refers to a form of relationship in which a sub-ject is moved by a force (whether exter-nal or internal) that is imbued with deep meaning, which prompts an emotional re-sponse through a relationship whereby both are transformed. For Rosa, the loss or disruption of this form of relationship represents a fundamental existential fear, as it impoverishes individuals’ capacity for responsiveness and jeopardises their very construction as subjects. In short, existential concerns represent a negative form of “existential feelings” (Ratcliffe, 2005, 2020), understood as the ontologi-cal sense an individual has of their posi-tion in the world, which shapes their re-lationship with the various spheres of reality.

				The main objective of this article is to understand the relationship between this ontological level and socio-emotional distress, looking at the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on both levels ac-cording to age, sex and education level. The article begins with a review of the main theoretical and empirical contribu-tions on existential concerns produced 

				
					1 This article is part of a pre-doctoral research project funded by a grant from the Autonomous Community of Madrid for the recruitment of pre-doctoral research staff in training. I would like to thank Daniel López Roche for his comments on the methodological aspects of the study, which have significantly improved the text.
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				over the last five years. It synthesises three sociological approaches to the ex-istential dimension in order to retrieve some concepts that are central to the un-derstanding of the relationships between this dimension and socio-emotional dis-tress. I will then present the methodolog-ical design. I propose a Structural Equa-tion Model (SEM) in order to understand the structure of the relationships between the various concepts involved. This tech-nique identifies latent constructs based on observed variables and examines the regression and covariance relationships between these constructs and other fac-tors. The article concludes with a discus-sion of the findings and proposes several avenues for future reflection on these is-sues, while also acknowledging the limi-tations of the present study.

				A state-of-the-art review

				In recent years, existential concerns have gained increasing attention in various ar-eas of European sociology. This has been linked to greater interest in the causes and effects of the rise of socio-emotional problems in Western societies, in a pe-riod defined by a succession of crisis sit-uations. A review of the specialist liter-ature shows that there are networks of researchers from various parts of Europe (Spain, the United Kingdom, Sweden and Finland) who have addressed these is-sues in greater depth, but have not en-gaged in dialogue among them. This sec-tion therefore has two aims: on the one hand, to contribute to the sociological understanding of existential issues and their relationship with socio-emotional problems, highlighting the concepts used in the various studies; and on the other hand, to provide a synthesis of the most recent contributions to this field in or-der to establish a theoretical framework 

				suited to the challenges of the post-pan-demic period.

				The main Spanish contributions have resulted from a project that aimed to dis-cover new forms of socio-existential vul-nerability structurally occurring in Span-ish society (Santiago, 2021). They started from a definition of vulnerability as an ex-posure to risks and hazards that is con-stitutive of human beings, on the under-standing that these hazards have been historically shaped at the intersection between social and existential issues (Martuccelli, 2021). Their findings showed how individuals construe the problems they experience as personal trials; their struggle to overcome these problems gives rise to existential concerns that hin-der them from engaging in a resonant re-lationship with the world (Santiago, 2024: 15). Precarious conditions are typically conducive to heightened tensions, caused by the difficulties in realising independ-ent life projects in contexts of uncertainty, or the erosion and disintegration of social life due to the collapse of employment se-curity structures. This is particularly true for young people (Álvarez-Benavides and Turnbough, 2022; Castrillo and Vicente, 2021); unemployed individuals over the age of forty-five (Briales and Vidal, 2021; Briales, 2022); and caregivers of depend-ent family members (Artiaga, Martín and Zambrano-Álvarez, 2021; Terrón and Martín, 2021). 

				These studies highlighted the impor-tance of the subjective experience of pre-cariousness in exploring new forms of vulnerability, alongside its interpretation from the perspective of care ethics. Sub-jective precariousness is understood to be the inability to envisage and pursue an autonomous life (Tejerina et al., 2013). It can be seen as an existential concern specific to the sphere of work, as it re-lates to: a sense of self-questioning in the workplace; a feeling of instability in one’s 
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				life trajectory; and a loss of self-esteem resulting from the real or perceived col-lapse of employment security structures (factors that permeate individuals’ under-standing of everyday life) (Linhart, 2009; Castel, 1995; Colombo and Rebughini, 2019). Meanwhile, the contributions of the ethics of care can help us to understand how there is an unequal distribution of threats and distress due to the social and political organisation of vulnerability, de-spite the constitutive fragility of our spe-cies (Paperman, 2020; Tronto, 2017). 

				Patrick Baert, Marcus Morgan and Rin Ushiyama (2022a), from the Universities of Cambridge and Bristol, UK, recently proposed the development of an “exis-tentialist sociology”, which takes as its object “existential milestones”, socially prescribed events that are individually un-derstood as central to achieving a sense of completeness in their lives (p. 24). Grounded in pragmatism, this approach focuses on how individuals engage in solving the problems of their worlds. It proposes analysing decisions, motiva-tions and agency within individual exist-ences as a privileged site for examining the tangle of arrangements and expecta-tions in the macro order where they are embedded (Baert, Morgan and Ushiyama, 2022b: 109; Outhwaite, 2022). The tem-poral dimension is essential to this ap-proach, considering that these decisions are governed by their orientation towards events charged with significance, produc-ing a potentiality-for-being directed to-wards the future that gives a direction to biographical projects (Heidegger, 2012 [1927]: §65). This projection, moreover, feeds into the finitude of existence, forc-ing individuals to make decisions in light of the irreversibility of biographical time (Baert, Morgan and Ushiyama, 2022a: 9). 

				This approach was presented in a monographic issue of the Journal of Clas-sical Sociology, with critical contributions 

				from other authors. David Inglis (2022) identified several points of convergence with the traditions of existential sociology and existential anthropology developed in the United States. This approach shares the emphasis on human freedom and the ability to construct meaning within social reality with existential sociology, recognising the mutable nature of a be-ing that is continuously shaped through self-actualisation (Kotarba and Melnikov, 2024; Kotarba and Fontana, 1984). How-ever, whereas American approaches often view emotionality as the driving force be-hind this process (Douglas and Johnson, 1977), the British perspective places greater emphasis on symbolic construc-tion as the key mechanism for articulat-ing existential milestones. The concept of an “existential imperative” (taken from existential anthropology) may resonate with this approach. This concept urges individuals to emerge from the world into which they are thrown, thus seeking a balance between acting in the world and being traversed by the world’s expec-tations and norms (Jackson and Piette, 2015: 5; Jackson, 2005: 182). Robin Wagner-Pacifici (2022) also underscored that this perspective could be valuable for examining how crisis events affect spe-cific generations, raising the question of whether a generalised sense of existential incompleteness has emerged due to the loss or devaluation of a series of shared experiences. The theoretical framework developed here therefore offers a highly relevant lens for analysing the existential consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic (Turner, 2022). 

				One of the geographical locations that has proven to be most produc-tive in these research areas is the Nor-dic countries, where the existential con-cerns faced by young people entering adulthood have been studied in depth in recent years. Östman, Nyman-Kurkiala 
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				and Fischer (2020), from the Finnish Åbo Akademi University, investigated the ex-istential meanings associated with being an emerging adult. They highlighted the psychological risks that this transitional stage entails for young people who must learn to manage the freedom, independ-ence and new responsibilities that come with the production of an adult life pro-ject (pp. 13-15). In parallel, a group of re-searchers at the University of Borås in Sweden studied the existential concerns that affect the liminal period of youth. In particular, Lundvall et al. (2019, 2020) identified a shared fear of being lost in an unknown terrain, which also involved be-ing scared of having one’s identity diluted in the face of social demands when pro-ducing their adult life projects. For young women, these concerns have been found to arise from managing and finding mean-ing in their lives when confronted with a set of objectifying and patriarchal de-mands, which impose an ideal of how to be a young woman (Lundvall et al., 2019). Young men, for their part, described feel-ing as though they were in a bottomless pit when coping with the difficulties of creating a home or a space in which to rest and find their own subjective mean-ing. They experienced forms of vulnera-bility that they concealed for fear of ex-posing a fragile existence (Lundvall et al., 2020).

				These contributions shared a concern for how individuals deal with situations of vulnerability. The findings of the Span-ish researchers highlighted the support resources and care networks that peo-ple use to mitigate their problems. In the research from Sweden and Finland, the clash between the expectations of au-tonomy and the effective capacity for self-development of individuals was iden-tified as one of the sources of existen-tial discomfort and tensions. Although the British approach had no empirical appli-

				cations, it emphasised the way in which biographical projects are constructed and, with it, the perceived capacities to produce them. Perceptions of agency in and control over one’s life are cen-tral to individuals’ “subjective well-be-ing” (Bandura, 1993). Autonomy, under-stood as the effective capacity to develop and pursue one’s own conception of a life worth living (Anderson and Honneth, 2004: 130), concerns both perceived agential capacities and self-assessments, which emerges as a central ontological dimension for understanding the effects of vulnerability. It is important to move towards a more complex conception of these two ideas that summarise subjec-tive well-being, so as not to reproduce the ideal of an independent and self-suffi-cient individual: both self-assessment and agency are inherently relational concepts, shaped by the interpersonal networks in which individuals are embedded and by existing structures of inequality. 

				The effects of these existential con-cerns on the health of young people are one of the main focuses of much of this research. The anxieties caused by these demands can lead to a deterioration in quality of life and subjective well-be-ing. This could result in life crisis experi-ences, in which affected individuals ques-tion their ability to meet the challenge of accessing adulthood (Lundvall et al., 2022; Castrillo Bustamante and Vicente Olmo, 2021). Different existential border-line situations, such as the transition to adulthood (or to retirement), lead to ex-istential questions which are defined by a re-evaluation of lived trajectories and life projects that may result in a question-ing of individual identity (Bengtsson and Flisbäck, 2021: 198). This explains the emphasis given to the study of the tran-sition to adulthood, as it is a liminal pe-riod defined by exposure to forms of job insecurity and uncertainty (Furlong et al., 
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				2018; Cuervo et al., 2023) that may bring about existential uncertainties, the struc-tural roots of which must be addressed from within the social sciences. 

				The relationship between existential concerns and socio-emotional distress is a recurring theme in these studies. The difficulties in building independent life projects give rise to problems in individ-uals’ relationship with the future, leading either to forms of stress in their every-day lives or to a devaluation of their agen-tial capacities, accompanied by symp-toms characteristic of depressive states (Hemberg et al., 2024). All the studies mentioned here seem to agree on a dis-tinction between an existential dimension and an emotional plane. While both are af-fected by exogenous factors, their impact in terms of the existential dimension is at the deep level of the individual’s self-defi-nitions: the re-evaluation it triggers con-cerns a person’s sense of their position in the world and the way they relate to it. Therefore, existential concerns, subjective precariousness and subjective well-be-ing are understood as concepts belonging to this existential dimension, insofar as they relate to the ways in which individu-als engage with and are oriented towards the world (Honneth, 2007; Rosa, 2019; Ratcliffe, 2005). Socio-emotional effects, on the other hand, refer to their relation-ship with events in the world (Bericat, 2016) mediated by specific social factors, but also by existential feelings that influ-ence how these events are perceived and acted upon (Stephan, 2012). 

				Based on this distinction and on the elements shared by the aforementioned approaches, in the methodological sec-tion I will propose differentiating between several concepts which will be empiri-cally tested. The qualitative findings that were summarised above will be validated through a quantitative approach to these issues. The aim of this article is to con-

				tribute to a stronger distinction between existential and socio-emotional problems typically found in the emerging forms of vulnerability, and to examine whether these problems affect specific social posi-tions in different ways.

				Objectives of the study

				Drawing on the distinction between issues pertaining to the ontological-existential and the emotional dimensions, the primary aim of the research is to explore the relation-ships between them. Three objectives are therefore proposed, to be evaluated on the basis of a Structural Equation Model:

				O1: To establish a structure of relation-ships that makes it possible to contrast the differences between the two dimen-sions.

				O2: To test the effect of existential con-cerns on socio-emotional distress.

				O3: To address the effects of both types of issues according to age, sex and edu-cation level.

				Methodology

				The objective of the proposed methodol-ogy was to explore the structural relation-ships between existential fears or threats, subjective well-being, and the socio-emo-tional problems experienced by individuals in Spain. A Structural Equation Model (SEM) was used. This technique analyses the re-lationships between latent constructs and observed variables, enabling the simultane-ous estimation of multiple regression lines. SEM requires the formulation of a structural theory, whereby researchers define theo-retically grounded relationships between constructs, in order to then empirically test them for validity using a given set of obser-vations (Hair et al., 2019: 700).
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				Sample

				The study explored whether a set of exis-tential concerns could be identified among the Spanish population and how these re-late to socio-emotional distress. Data was used from Study 3298, entitled Efectos y consecuencias del coronavirus (I) (Effects and Consequences of Coronavirus, I), con-ducted by the CIS in October 2020. The survey included questions on existential concerns, individual self-definitions and socio-emotional distress. It was based on 2,861 interviews with members of the Span-ish population aged 18 and over. Although the findings are situated within the excep-tional context of the pandemic, the emo-tional and mental health issues it triggered still persist (Pedreira Massa, 2023), thereby ensuring the continued relevance of the re-sults.

				Procedure

				The model was based on observable vari-ables drawn from question 3 (fears or con-cerns derived from the pandemic situa-tion), question 14 (self-perceptions of the interviewees) and question 16 (emotional states) of the aforementioned study. Items were recoded to remove missing values. In question 14, the response category “Nei-ther agree nor disagree” was treated as a missing value, as it was not provided to re-spondents during the survey (see Table 1). In addition, the response scale of the items in question 16 was inverted, so that the cat-egories reflected the degree of impact of the discomfort they measured in an ascend-ing order. The Confirmatory Factor Analy-sis technique within the SEM (Bollen, 2014) was used to measure the structure of rela-tionships between the different items, which constituted the following latent constructs:

				Subjective well-being (SWB): a factor that indicates an individual’s self-as-

				sessment in their present situation. It attempts to capture the self-esteem levels underlying a series of self-defi-nitions. It consists of items concerning motivational energy (SWB1), evalua-tion of personal actions and achieve-ments (SWB2), and self-satisfaction (SWB3). As it focuses on self-assess-ment and autonomy, it does not cap-ture other dimensions of the concept such as satisfaction with interpersonal relationships or emotional stability. This factor should be interpreted as a person’s self-assessment, which af-fects how which affects how they deal with stressful situations. 

				Socio-emotional distress (SED): a fac-tor that indicates the psychological or emotional tensions experienced by a person. This construct seeks to meas-ure the degree of emotional suffering experienced, which affects interaction with the social environment. It differs from clinically diagnosed conditions, focusing on emotional states experi-enced in the weeks prior to the ques-tionnaire. It consists of items meas-uring feelings of sadness in the face of uncontrollable loss (SED1), feelings of discouragement and hopelessness (SED2), and self-perceived disconnec-tion from the environment (SED3). The interpretation of these items makes it possible to measure experiences of suffering, rather than long-lasting emotional states, which require the context of their occurrence to be ad-dressed. 

				Existential Concerns (ECs): a factor that measures ontological concerns and fears related to a person’s life tra-jectories and purpose. This construct refers to fundamental feelings of hu-man existence, which form the struc-ture of the relationship with oneself and the world as a whole, as opposed to other issues captured by the pre-
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				vious construct. It consists of three items measuring anxiety about the un-known (EC1), uncertainty about one’s life projects (EC2) and fear of a pos-sible break from the past (EC3). As these items were limited to the pan-demic situation, the construct must be interpreted in that context. 

				Subjective Precariousness (SP): a fac-tor measuring concerns caused by an increasing objective or perceived fra-gility of employment security. It seeks to understand feelings of uncertainty and insecurity that define the forms of vulnerability attached to precarious-ness. It represents a specific form of existential fear, consisting of the fear of loss of employment security (SP1), 

				the anxiety produced by the job insta-bility experienced (SP2) and the fear derived from the lack of economic se-curity (SP3). As was the case for the previous construct, these items were limited to the pandemic situation, so they must be understood in terms of the increased instability and uncer-tainty in that context.

				The inclusion of the last factor required selecting cases involving working-age in-dividuals. This made it possible to explore the interconnections between the increas-ing fragility of employment security, the per-ceived threats to existential projects, and the resulting emotional impacts. Thus, after dismissing cases with missing values in any of the variables included in the model, the 

			

		

		
			
				Table 1. Means, standard deviations, skewness, kurtoses and recoded scales of the variables used

				
					Mean

				

				
					S.D.

				

				
					Skewness

				

				
					Kurtosis

				

				
					Scale 0-Strongly Disagree, 3-Strongly Agree

				

				
					I generally feel active and vigorous (SWB1)

				

				
					2.250

				

				
					0.800

				

				
					-1.001

				

				
					0.678

				

				
					Most days I feel I have achieved what I set out to achieve (SWB2)

				

				
					1.927

				

				
					0.822

				

				
					-0.559

				

				
					-0.069

				

				
					I generally feel good about myself (SWB3)

				

				
					2.371

				

				
					0.697

				

				
					-1.069

				

				
					1.334

				

				
					Scale 0-Never or hardly ever, 3-Always or nearly always

				

				
					Felt sad (SED1)

				

				
					0.653

				

				
					0.756

				

				
					1.120

				

				
					1.054

				

				
					Felt depressed (SED2)

				

				
					0.544

				

				
					0.743

				

				
					1.345

				

				
					1.428

				

				
					Felt lonely (SED3)

				

				
					0.327

				

				
					0.661

				

				
					2.281

				

				
					5.179

				

				
					Scale 0-No, 1-Yes

				

				
					Concern about and fear of the future (EC1)

				

				
					0.815

				

				
					0.388

				

				
					-1.624

				

				
					0.639

				

				
					Fear of no longer being able to undertake life projects such as emancipation, starting a business or travelling (EC2)

				

				
					0.563

				

				
					0.496

				

				
					-0.255

				

				
					-1.936

				

				
					Fear of not resuming their life as it was before the pandemic (EC3)

				

				
					0.612

				

				
					0.488

				

				
					-0.457

				

				
					-1.792

				

				
					Fear of losing one’s job or that a family member might lose theirs (SP1)

				

				
					0.674

				

				
					0.469

				

				
					-0.740

				

				
					-1.453

				

				
					Concern about losing one’s job or that a family member might lose theirs (SP2)

				

				
					0.401

				

				
					0.490

				

				
					0.403

				

				
					-1.838

				

				
					Uneasiness about not being able to cover one’s expenses (mortgages, rent, loans, utilities, telephone, etc.) (SP3)

				

				
					0.435

				

				
					0.496

				

				
					0.264

				

				
					-1.932

				

				Source: Prepared by the author based on CIS Study 3298.
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				sample consisted of 1820 cases, of which 49.3 % were women and 50.7 % men. In terms of age, 8.6 % were between 18 and 24, 17.4 % between 25 and 34, 25.3 % be-tween 35 and 44, 26.7 % between 45 and 54, and 22.0 % between 55 and 64 years old. Among the sample, 18.6 % had com-pulsory education or lower educational at-tainment (ISCED levels 1-2), 39.5 % had completed the Baccalaureate or a Voca-tional Training course (ISCED levels 3-5), while 41.9 % had a university education (ISCED levels 6-8). 

				A structural model was proposed that in-cluded socio-emotional distress as the only endogenous construct, which could be ex-plained by the exogenous constructs of subjective well-being, existential concerns and subjective precariousness. Covariance relationships were established between the last three constructs, based on the under-standing that autonomy, existential uncer-tainties and material insecurity operate on the same level of social reality—namely, the dimension concerning individuals’ rela-tionship with, and orientation towards, the world (Honneth, 2007). The three constructs measured different forms of existential feeling, such as the anticipatory structure through which one relates to the world as a space of concrete possibilities (Ratcliffe, 2020: 257): subjective well-being referred to the definition of a person’s situation in their environment, while existential concerns and subjective precariousness captured whether this relationship was perceived in terms of threat and insecurity.

				The need to sociologise the existential and emotional dimensions led to the in-troduction of the socio-demographic fac-tors of age, sex and level of education. Age would capture whether these problems af-fected any particular biographical period to a greater extent, assessing whether youth was more vulnerable to the problems stud-ied here, as a consequence of presentifi-cation and the loss of everyday ontolog-

				ical references (Colombo and Rebughini, 2019). The sex variable would assess whether the greater pressures, demands and obligations imposed on women by the political organisation of vulnerability made them more vulnerable to emotional and existential risks. The survey used did not have an income indicator, so the educa-tional attainment variable was introduced as a proxy for respondents’ socio-eco-nomic status, while cultural capital oper-ates as a predictor of their economic situa-tion and status position, which could affect the constructs studied here. It was ex-pected that there would be a negative rela-tionship between subjective well-being and socio-emotional distress, as well as a pos-itive relationship between existential con-cerns and subjective precariousness with socio-emotional distress. 

				With the exception of age, none of the variables used in the model were interval variables; therefore, Diagonally Weighted Least Squares (DWLS) estimation was em-ployed. This method computes polychoric correlation matrices for polytomous items and tetrachoric matrices for dichotomous items, based on the assumption that the items have an underlying continuous and normally distributed response that shapes the categorical responses observed in the sample (Li, 2021). The analysis of the skew-ness and kurtosis of the variables indicated an absence of multivariate normality, so it was necessary to use the robust version of this estimation, the Weighted Least Squares Mean and Variance (WLSMV), which adjusts the chi-square to the mean and variance of the statistic. All these analyses were carried out using the Lavaan package of the R envi-ronment (Rosseel, 2012). 

				Analysis

				Figure 1 depicts the proposed structural model. This includes the items, the latent 

			

		

	
		
			
				Figure 1. SEM

			

		

		
			
				Source: Prepared by the author based on CIS Study 3298.
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				constructs and their factor loadings, the co-variance and regression relationships, as well as the error terms—both for the items that make up each construct and for the en-dogenous construct. The standardised es-timates of the factor weights and of the co-variance and regression relationships, in addition to the variances of the model error terms (represented by bidirectional arrows above each error term) were added. Hav-

				ing checked the modification indices in or-der to improve the fit, a covariation between the errors of items SED3 and SP2 was in-cluded. The model was consistent with the assumption of one-dimensionality for each variable; it grouped the items according to their nature in order to achieve a congeneric model, with three items for each construct. Table 2 details the constructs of the model: all factor loadings were statistically signifi-

			

		

		
			
				Table 2. Assessment of the latent constructs of the model and goodness-of-fit estimators

				
					Observed variable

				

				
					Estimation (standard error)

				

				
					Standardised estimation

				

				
					Subjective Well-being

				

				
					SWB1

				

				
					 1.000 (-)

				

				
					 0.868***

				

				
					SWB2

				

				
					 0.733 (0.023)

				

				
					 0.637***

				

				
					SWB3

				

				
					 0.991 (0.027)

				

				
					 0.861***

				

				
					Cronbach’s alpha = 0.829

				

				
					Average Extracted Variance = 0.635

				

				
					Socio-emotional Distress

				

				
					SED1

				

				
					 1.000 (-)

				

				
					 0.857***

				

				
					SED2

				

				
					 0.978 (0.027)

				

				
					 0.839***

				

				
					SED3

				

				
					 0.785 (0.028)

				

				
					 0.681***

				

				
					Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.852

				

				
					Average Extracted Variance = 0.670

				

				
					Existential Concerns

				

				
					EC1

				

				
					 1.000 (-)

				

				
					 0.801***

				

				
					EC2

				

				
					 0.925 (0.047)

				

				
					 0.743***

				

				
					EC3

				

				
					 0.960 (0.050)

				

				
					 0.770***

				

				
					Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.831

				

				
					Average Extracted Variance = 0.624

				

				
					Subjective Precariousness

				

				
					SP1

				

				
					 1.000 (-)

				

				
					 0.840***

				

				
					SP2

				

				
					 0.865 (0.046)

				

				
					 0.731***

				

				
					SP3

				

				
					 0.881 (0.044)

				

				
					 0.744***

				

				
					Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.828

				

				
					Average Extracted Variance = 0.624

				

				
					SED3 error ↔ SP2 error

				

				
					-0.137 (0.031)

				

				
					-0.301***

				

				
					χ2: 174.846, Df: 72, p-value: 0.000

				

				
					CFI 0.991

				

				
					TLI: 0.987

				

				
					SRMR: 0.031

				

				
					RMSEA: 0.028 (C.I. 90 %: 0.023-0.033)

				

				+p< 0.100; *p< 0.050; **p< 0.010; ***p< 0.001.

				Source: CIS Study 3298, author’s calculations using WLSMV estimation. 
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				cant and within a range of 0.637-0.868. An-nex 1 contains the correlation matrix of the model, which shows that all the correla-tions between the pairs of items that make up each factor exceeded the value of 0.5; however, higher correlations were found in socio-emotional distress than in existen-tial concerns or subjective precariousness, which is consistent with the nature of each construct. The factors show convergent va-lidity, which presented with an Average Ex-tracted Variance above 0.5. With regard to internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha (ordinal scale items) was calculated from the model’s correlation matrix (Oliden and Zumbo, 2007) and was over 0.8 across all four factors, indicating construct reliability.

				The model showed acceptable values for the goodness-of-fit indicators. The χ2 test measured the difference between the observed covariance and that of the es-timated model. Due to their sensitivity to sample size, it is recommended to check other incremental fit indices such as TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index) and CFI (Comparative Fit Index), which in the model exceeded the cut-off point of 0.950 (0.991 and 0.987 re-spectively). The Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) measured the standard deviations of the individual covar-iances, with its cut-off value at 0.08, above the model value (0.031). Finally, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RM-SEA) indicated how well the model fits the population, correcting for model complexity and sample size, with a cut-off value of 0.5, which indicates that the variables used (and their relationships) were appropriate for the sample used: the model is therefore accept-able (0.028) also under the 90 % confidence index (0.023-0.033).

				Table 3 shows the estimates of each relationship between constructs, testing each of the theoretical hypotheses (which are represented in the model by their cor-responding acronyms). Most relationships were statistically significant at the α = 0.05 

				level, with the exception of the covariation relationship between age, sex and educa-tion level with subjective well-being. With regard to socio-emotional distress, there was a statistically significant relationship with the three proposed exogenous con-structs: there was an inverse relationship with subjective well-being (H1: -0.406), and a positive relationship with existential con-cerns (H2: 0.190) and subjective precarious-ness (H3: 0.153). With regard to socio-de-mographic factors, there was a positive association with age (H4: 0.062), while there was a negative association with sex (H5: -0.178) and education level (H6: -0.059). In total, the explained variance of the factor (R2) was 0.377; this is an acceptable value that shows the explanatory power of the model to understand the relationships be-tween socio-emotional distress and its pre-dictor variables, since they were all statisti-cally significant.

				The relationships between the exoge-nous constructs and the socio-demo-graphic factors were statistically significant, except for their relationships with the sub-jective well-being construct. Age had an in-verse relationship with existential concerns (H8: -0.189), with these fears decreasing as age increased; the same tendency as in their relationship with subjective precar-iousness (H9: -0.151). With regard to sex, women had more existential concerns than men (H11: -0.223) and higher levels of sub-jective precariousness (H12: -0.102). Edu-cation level also affected both forms of ex-istential fears, both of which decreased as educational level increased (H14: -0.159; H15: -0.245). All the exogenous constructs were statistically associated. The highest association was found to be between exis-tential concerns and subjective precarious-ness (H18: 0.502), while changes between subjective well-being and existential con-cerns were negative (H16: -0.260), as was the case between subjective well-being and subjective precariousness (H17: -0.129). Fi-
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				nally, whereas there was no statistically sig-nificant relationship between sex and edu-cation level (H19, above p-value 0.05), there was an association between age and edu-cation level that should be taken into con-sideration (H20: 0.133).

				Discussion 

				The SEM shows the relationship between the ontological level (or orientation towards the world) and the impact of socio-emo-tional distress on the Spanish population during the pandemic crisis. The three pro-posed exogenous constructs measured dif-

				ferent aspects of the disposition towards the world that affect the endogenous con-struct to different extents and may entail a qualitatively different relationship. Sub-jective well-being, constituted by self-as-sessment, concerns the agential capacities that people have in their relationship with the world; individuals’ self-perceptions af-fect the degree of suffering they experience in threatening situations (Bandura, 1993: 133). This accounts for the direct relation-ship between the two constructs, indicating that higher levels of self-assessment (H1) among respondents are associated with a lower degree of socio-emotional distress. This was also the factor with the greatest 

			

		

		
			
				Table 3: Relations between variables of the model

				
					Structural relationship

				

				
					Parameterestimation(standard error)

				

				
					Standardised estimation

				

				
					H1: Subjective Well-being → Socio-emotional Distress

				

				
					-0.413 (0.030)***

				

				
					-0.406

				

				
					H2: Existential Concerns → Socio-emotional Distress

				

				
					 0.204 (0.050)***

				

				
					 0.190

				

				
					H3: Subjective Precariousness → Socio-emotional Distress

				

				
					 0.157 (0.044)***

				

				
					 0.153

				

				
					H4: Age → Socio-emotional Distress

				

				
					 0.004 (0.002)*

				

				
					 0.062

				

				
					H5: Sex → Socio-emotional Distress

				

				
					-0.157 (0.028)***

				

				
					-0.178

				

				
					H6: Educational level → Socio-emotional Distress

				

				
					-0.052 (0.026)*

				

				
					-0.059

				

				
					H7: Age → Subjective Well-being

				

				
					 0.002 (0.002)

				

				
					 0.033

				

				
					H8: Age → Existential Concerns

				

				
					-0.013 (0.002) ***

				

				
					-0.189

				

				
					H9: Age → Subjective Precariousness

				

				
					-0.011 (0.002)***

				

				
					-0.151

				

				
					H10: Sex → Subjective Well-being

				

				
					 0.057 (0.030)+

				

				
					 0.066

				

				
					H11: Sex → Existential Concerns

				

				
					-0.183 (0.031)***

				

				
					-0.223

				

				
					H12: Sex→ Subjective Precariousness

				

				
					-0.088 (0.031)**

				

				
					-0.102

				

				
					H13: Educational level→ Subjective Well-being

				

				
					-0.022 (0.027)

				

				
					-0.025

				

				
					H14: Educational level → Existential Concerns

				

				
					-0.131 (0.028)***

				

				
					-0.159

				

				
					H15: Educational level → Subjective Precariousness

				

				
					-0.211 (0.028)***

				

				
					-0.245

				

				
					H16: Subjective Well-being ↔ Existential Concerns

				

				
					-0.176 (0.025)***

				

				
					-0.260

				

				
					H17: Subjective Well-being ↔ Subjective Precariousness

				

				
					-0.093 (0.025)***

				

				
					-0.129

				

				
					H18: Existential Concerns ↔ Subjective Precariousness 

				

				
					 0.326 (0.028)***

				

				
					 0.502

				

				
					H19: Sex and Education level

				

				
					-0.051 (0.033)

				

				
					-0.051

				

				
					H20: Age ↔ Educational level

				

				
					 1.624 (0.322)***

				

				
					 0.133

				

				
					R2 of Socio-emotional Distress = 0.377

				

				+p< 0.100; *p< 0.050; **p< 0.010; ***p< 0.001.

				Source: CIS Study 3298, author’s calculations using the WLSMV estimator. 
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				explanatory power in the endogenous con-struct. The lack of effects of socio-demo-graphic factors on this construct (H7, H10 and H13) indicates that a person’s self-effi-cacy assessment is a self-explanatory fac-tor of a person’s self-efficacy perspectives in their relationship with the world; however, its relationship with the other socio-existen-tial constructs indicates that this disposition is affected by changes in the social environ-ment.

				Existential concerns and subjective pre-cariousness constitute a type of non-el-emental existential feeling that becomes pathological by negatively affecting the structure of one’s relationship with the world as a whole (Ratcliffe, 2005: 59; Stephan, 2012: 160). According to Hartmut Rosa (2019: 237), the devaluation of the af-fective-existential structure that we use to orient ourselves towards the world—caused by fears related to a loss of purpose or di-rection in life trajectories—can lead to an increase in depressive or anxiety-related disorders. In this sense, the greater explan-atory power of existential concerns on the socio-emotional distress factor, compared to subjective precariousness, can be un-derstood as the former reflecting a deeper erosion of individuals’ existential struc-ture—one that concerns the relationships they establish with themselves and with the world as a whole (H2), and not with a par-ticular sphere. This does not diminish the central role of the employment sphere and economic insecurity in the impact of so-cio-emotional distress (H3), insofar as pre-cariousness involves processes of re-articu-lation and questioning of life trajectories and biographical projects (Carreri, 2022).

				The negative relationship between age and these existential feelings (H8 and H9) can be explained by the double social and existential challenge faced by young people in the building and production of independ-ent life projects for their transition to adult-hood. This is a task fraught with uncertain-

				ties and ontological insecurities (Östman, Nyman-Kurkiala and Fischer, 2020: 13) which, in Spain, is necessarily undertaken amid instability and precariousness. These conditions make the fear of lacking a sense of direction for one’s biographical trajec-tory all the more pronounced. Women appear to experience these feelings to a greater extent, with existential concerns having a stronger impact (H11) than subjec-tive precariousness (H12). This aligns with recent research that identified the sources of pressure and demands across differ-ent spheres—pressures that affect women more directly (Lundvall et al., 2019). Like-wise, people with lower levels of educa-tion have a higher degree of subjective pre-cariousness (H15) than existential concerns (H14). As cultural capital is closely related to the position in the employment struc-ture, this tendency is explained by the fact that they have fewer resources with which to face economic uncertainty, which can cause them to feel less prepared for the sphere to which this construct refers. The fact that young people, women and individ-uals with lower levels of education exhib-ited greater fear of precariousness can be accounted for by the fact that these groups are affected by precarious life trajectories to a large extent (Verd and López-Andreu, 2012: 146).

				The fears associated with these two pathological forms of existential feelings can be understood as stemming from self-actu-alisation or personal change (Douglas and Johnson, 1977; Piette and Jackson, 2015), which turns into an obligation under tem-poral pressures that impose norms and ex-pectations in order to fulfil socio-biographi-cal demands (Baert, Morgan and Ushiyama, 2022a: 12). This temporal pressure will be navigated differently depending on the re-sources available (e.g., education); but also according to individuals’ self-definitions, shaped by differences in agential capacity to confront challenges and define a set of 
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				meaningful existential milestones that lend purpose to their biographical projects (Baert, Morgan and Ushiyama, 2022b: 110). This explains the negative relationship of subjec-tive well-being with existential concerns (H16) and subjective precariousness (H17). Taken together, the lack of resources to address these fears, as well as the inability to pro-duce meaning that buffers existential fears, is a source of profound socio-emotional dis-tress.

				Regarding the relationships between so-ciodemographic factors and socio-emo-tional distress, their greater prevalence among women stands out (H5), making it a primary explanatory factor in Spain, as high-lighted by recent studies (Pedrera Massa, 2023: 41; González-Sanguino et al., 2021). The fact that these problems had a greater impact on women during the pandemic may reflect the increased demand for forms of care in the absence of institutional sup-port, both in terms of caring for physically dependent people and in terms of a gen-eralised need for emotional support (tasks which may fall to them, as they are more associated with caregiving) (Cheshire-Allen and Calder, 2022: 61). There was a weak association between socio-emotional dis-tress and age and educational level, al-though it was statistically significant. The greater effect of this distress on respond-ents with compulsory or primary education attainment can be explained by the fewer resources they have available to cope with shocks such as those caused by the cri-sis (H6). The increase in distress as age in-creases (H4) may be due to what Bericat (2018: 321) identified as an “emotional mid-life crisis” in Spanish society, as emotional well-being decreases with increasing age, especially affecting cohorts between forty and sixty years old. However, when consid-ering how age influences negative existen-tial feelings, socio-emotional issues among the young population could be strongly linked to existential concerns.

				Conclusions

				This study introduces a conceptual distinc-tion between emotional suffering and ex-istential fears, grounded in a model that incorporates an understanding of the on-tological dimension—conceived as a fun-damental orientation towards the world—which precedes and potentially accounts for such forms of suffering. The relationships between different existential feelings (ex-istential concerns and subjective precari-ousness) and the perceived autonomy of individuals regarding the suffering related to emotional issues in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis have been ad-dressed. The effects of age, sex and educa-tion level on the two dimensions have been studied in order to identify factors that can explain the impact of some problems that became chronic upon experiencing such an exceptional health situation. Although the analysis was limited to a specific period, it allows us to understand the importance of the individual’s relationship with the world on an existential-ontological level when it comes to emotional problems. The SEM technique has enabled each of the objec-tives to be met: 

				O1: To establish a structure of relation-ships that makes it possible to contrast the differences between the two dimen-sions. The model delved further into the conceptual distinction described above, thus validating the relationship between the existential and socio-emotional di-mensions through the use of goodness-of-fit estimators.

				O2: To test the effect of existential con-cerns on socio-emotional distress. The interpretation of the regression paths between the different latent constructs made it possible to verify the inverse re-lationship between subjective well-being and socio-emotional distress to be ver-ified, as well as its positive relationship 
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				with existential concerns and subjective precariousness. In sum, the R2 value of the endogenous construct highlights the relevance of addressing the relationship between the two dimensions, although it does not exhaust its full explanation.

				O3: To address the effects of both types of issues according to age, sex and ed-ucation level. The model included re-gression paths between these three so-cio-demographic factors and each of the latent constructs. In the previous section, the importance of sex in all the constructs was verified, as well as the greater presence of pathological exis-tential feelings among the young popu-lation. 

				The implications of these findings re-quire further investigation. In quantita-tive terms, it is necessary to replicate the structure of relationships proposed in the post-pandemic situation. One possibil-ity would be to replicate the questions in this survey, detaching them from the pan-demic context, and to include other items that constitute specific existential con-cerns of great relevance today, such as concerns about the climate crisis, politi-cal polarisation or the risk of nuclear war, among others. The findings of this study could also be complemented by a quali-tative approach that addresses the con-structs analysed in the proposed model from the life-worlds of the groups most af-fected by the problems studied here.

				In sum, the research presented in this paper is an empirically grounded contri-bution to a sociology of our relationship to the world that poses existential and emo-tional questions. As a sample with a large number of observations covering the gen-eral Spanish population has been used, the conclusions constitute a validated and reliable reference for further study of the relationships between the two dimensions in the coming years.
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				Annex

				Table 4. Correlation matrix of the variables of the model
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				Source: CIS 3298 Survey, calculated by the author using the WLSM estimator.
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Comprendiendo los desafios de la pospandemia

Erik Duenas-Rello

Abstract

The post-pandemic landscape has seen a worsening of mental
health and emotional well-being issues in Spanish society. This
article analyses data from Survey 3298 conducted by the Centro de
Investigaciones Sociolégicas (CIS) (Sociological Research Centre) to
assess the impact that the pandemic has had on these issues, starting
from a differentiation between the concepts of existential feelings
and socio-emotional distress. This differentiation has been informed
by a literature review on existential concerns, which synthesises
diverse European research contributions from the past five years. A
structural equation model was developed to investigate the structure
of the relationship between these two dimensions and their links to
socio-demographic factors. The results indicate that there has been
a greater impact on young people, women and individuals with lower
education levels in terms of existential issues, and show how these
issues have contributed to socio-emotional distress.

Resumen

La situacién pospandémica ha profundizado en los problemas de
salud mental y bienestar emocional en la sociedad espafiola. Este
articulo analiza la encuesta 3298 del Centro de Investigaciones
Sociolégicas (CIS) para comprender la incidencia de estas
probleméticas, partiendo de una distincién conceptual entre
sentimientos existenciales y malestares socioemocionales. Se
fundamenta dicha distincién mediante la revision bibliografica de
investigaciones sobre preocupaciones existenciales en los tltimos
cinco afios, contribuyendo a una sintesis de diferentes aportaciones
europeas. Se establece un modelo de ecuaciones estructurales que
indaga en la estructura de relaciones entre las dos dimensiones

y su relacion con factores sociodemogréficos. Los resultados
indican que jévenes, mujeres y personas con menor nivel formativo
sufren un mayor impacto en problemas existenciales, asi como

la forma en que estos inciden en la manifestacion de malestares
socioemocionales.
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