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Abstract

The aim of the study is to empirically identify
the specificity of the structure of existential anxiety
among Ukrainian students with different profiles
of post-traumatic and clinical symptomatology
and, on this basis, to substantiate differentiated
targets of psychological counseling. Methods.
The sample consisted of young adults (n = 109;
M=19.86;5D=1.82),including 63 women (57.8%)
and 46 men (42.2%). The Existential Concerns
Questionnaire (Kuchyna, 2020) and the Impact of
Event Scale-Revised (Krupelnytska et al., 2025)
were administered in their Ukrainian adaptations,
together with the Hospital Anxiety and Depression
Scale (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983). The design was
cross-sectional, comparative, and correlational:
Spearman’s rank correlation coefficients were
computed, the sample was split into contrasting
groups by the median of five symptom markers,
and between-group differences were assessed
using the Mann-Whitney U test with effect sizes.
Results. Clinically significant post-traumatic
distress was recorded in 56.9% of participants.
Fear of death dominated the hierarchy of existential
concerns (M = 2.88). All correlations were positive
and significant (r, = .311-.680; p < .001), the
strongest being between clinical anxiety and fear
of identity loss (r, = .680; p < .001). All twenty
group comparisons were significant (p < .040),
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AHoTanjisa

MeTo10 10C/TiIPKEHHS € eMITipUYHe 3’CyBaHHs
cnequdiku CTPYKTYpH €K3WCTEHLIMHOI TPUBOTH
YKpalHCbKUX CTYAEHTIB i3 pisHUMU Npodijsamu
MOCTTPAaBMAaTU4YHOI 1 KJIIHIYHOI CUMMITOMaTUKHU
Ta OOIPYHTYBaHHS Ha Ll OCHOBI AudepeHLilio-
BaHUX MillleHeU MCUXO0JIOTIYHOI0 KOHCY/bTYBaH-
Ha. MeToau. JlocnipkeHo oci6 0HALBKOTO BiKy
(n=109; M = 19.86; SD = 1.82), 3 HuxX 63 KiHKU
(57.8%) i 46 yousoBikiB (42.2%). 3acTOCOBAHO
ONUTYBaJIbHUK “Buju exksucrenuiiiHoi Tpusoru”
(Kuchyna, 2020), “Ilikaay BOJIMBY TpaBMaTH4YHOI
nozaii - nepersisinyty” (Krupelnytska et al,, 2025)
B YKpPAlHCBbKUX afanTaliax. TakoK BUKOpPUCTa-
Ho ‘TocmiTasbHy wWwKasy TpuBOru Ta JAenpecii’
(Zigmond, Snaith, 1983). /[luzaliH - Kpoc-cek-
HiIHHUH TMOPiIBHAJBHO-KOPEJALiHHUN: 004YHC-
JieHO Koe®ilieHTH paHroBoi Kopessiii Crnipme-
Ha, BUOIpKy MoAijieHO Ha KOHTPACTHI rpynu 3a
MeZlilaHHUM KpUTEpPiEM NM'AATHU CUMITOMATUYHUX
MapkKepiB, BiAMiHHOCTI o1jiHeHO 3a U-KpuTepiem
ManHa-BiTHi 3 BU3HaueHHSM poO3MipiB edeKTy.
Pe3ynbraTu. KiiHiyHO 3Hauymui piBeHb MOCT-
TpaBMaTUYHOI0 AUCTpecy 3adikcoBaHo B 56.9%
JocaipKyBaHuX. B iepapxii oHTOJIOTiYHOTO Hec-
NOKOI0 oMiHye cTpax cMepTi (M = 2.88). ¥Yci ko-
pesisLiiiHi 3B’1I3KM BUSIBUJIMCS NPSIMUMM i 3Ha4y-
wumu (r, =.311-.680; p <.001), MaKCcUMa/IbHUH
- MiX KJiHIYHOIO TPUBOIOIO i CTpaxoM BTpaTH
inenTu4HocTi (r, =.680; p <.001). Yci gBaguaThb
rpynoBux NopiBHsHb 3Hauyuli (p < .040), npu-
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with effect sizes ranging from r =.20 to r=.58. The
avoidance cluster proved the most informative
marker: large effect sizes were recorded across
all scales (r = .50-.58), peaking for fear of identity
loss. Fear of death led to the intrusion and
hyperarousal profiles; clinical anxiety produced
a uniform elevation of three components; in the
depressive profile, fear of loneliness was the only
component of medium effect size (r =.33) and the
only one comparably represented in both clinical
registers. The post-traumatic clusters surpassed
the clinical subscales in differentiating power.
Discussion and conclusions. The structure
of existential anxiety differs significantly by
symptom type, and the leading components of
concern do not coincide across contrasting groups.
Standard screening for anxiety and depression
yields the least differentiated picture, which
argues for extending the diagnostic protocol in
counseling. The identified configurations outline
differentiated targets of assistance: restoring self-
continuity in the avoidance profile, legitimizing
death anxiety in the intrusion and hyperarousal
profile, and relationally oriented work in the
depressive profile.

Keywords: existential fears, ontological
anxiety, post-traumatic symptomatology, fear
of identity loss, fear of loneliness, psychological
counseling.

Introduction

The everyday wartime reality in Ukraine
has transformed psychological distress from a
situational reaction into a chronic sociocultural
backdrop that adversely shapes individual
mental health. According to a survey conducted
by Polyvianaia et al. (2025), twenty months after
the onset of the full-scale war, symptoms of post-
traumatic stress were found in almost half of
higher education students (48.1%), with moderate
and severe levels of anxiety and depression
recorded in 34.1% and 33.6% of the respondents,
respectively. Notably, the protracted conflict is
reshaping distress itself: whereas acute anxiety
may subside somewhat as people adapt to the new
reality, depressive states deepen - accumulated
pain, losses, and depleted resources take their toll
(Polyvianaia et al.,, 2025). This dynamic carries
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YoMy 3Ha4yeHHs1 po3Mipy edeKTy BapilolTh y
nAianasoni r = .20-.58. Ha#iHpopmaTuBHiIIMm
MapKepoM CTaB KJIaCTep YHUKHEHHd, 3a SIKUM
3adikCOBAaHO BHCOKY BHPaXKEHICTb poO3Mipy
edekTy 3a BciMma mkanamu (r =.50-.58) 3 makcu-
MYMOM 3a CTPaxoM BTpPaTH iJ€HTUYHOCTI; 3a iH-
TpPy3iil i rinep36y/pKeHHs JOMiHY€E CTpaX CMePTi;
3a KJIIHIYHOI TPUBOI'U BCTAHOBJIEHO piBHOMIipHe
MiABULIEHHA TpPbOX KOMIIOHEHTIB; 3a Jemnpecil
€IUHUM KOMIIOHEHTOM CepeJHbOl CUJIU CTaB
cTpax caMoTHOCTI (r = .33) - €AUHUHN OJHAKOBO
npejcTaBJeHUH B 060X KJiHiYHUX pericTpax. [To-
CTTpaBMaTH4HI KJacTepu BUIEPESUJIU KJIHIYHI
CcybmKasu 3a cuot audepeniianii. JAuckycis i
BHCHOBKHU. BCTaHOBJIEHO, 110 CTPYKTypa €K3u-
CTEHLiMHOI TPUBOTH AUDEPEHIIIETHCS 3a7€KHO
BiJj TUIly CUMIITOMATHUKH, A NIPOBiJiHI KOMIIOHEH-
THU HECHNOKOI0 B KOHTPACTHUX rpymnax He 36ira-
10Tbcd. CTaHJapTHe OLiHIOBaHHS TPUBOTH U [ie-
npecii fae HalilMeH1 JUdepeHLiiOBaHy KapTUHY,
110 apryMeHTY€E pO3LIUPEeHHS JiarHOCTUYHOIrO
MIPOTOKOJIy KOHCYJIbTyBaHHSA. BUOKpeMJIeHI KOH-
odirypanii okpeciawiwTb gudepeHiiioBani Mi-
LIeHI KOPOTKOTPUBAJIOL JONIOMOIU: BiJTHOBJI€HHH
TaraocTi “A” 3a yHUKHEeHHS, JieriTuMisaljiro Mop-
TaJIbHOI TPUBOTHM 3a iHTPY3iH i rinep36yaxeHHs,
pessAIiiHO-0piEHTOBAHYy po6OTY 32 AENPECUBHO-
ro npodiJto.

K/I104oBi ci10Ba: eK3UCTeHLINHI cTpaxy, OH-
TOJIOTIYHMUM HECNOKi{, MOCTTpaBMaTH4YHa CHUM-
IITOMAaTHKA, CTpax BTPATHU IJEHTUYHOCTI, CTpax
CaMOTHOCTI, IICUXO0JIOTIYHE KOHCYJIBTYBaHHS.

a tangible cost for academic functioning: levels
of anxiety and depression correlate significantly
with declining academic performance and a
general disorganization of the learning process
(Korda et al., 2025). Paradoxically, such a high
prevalence of symptoms does not convert
into a corresponding increase in help-seeking
behavior; instead, chronic stress is gradually
normalized in the public mind and ceases to be
perceived as a legitimate reason to seek support
(Lushchak et al., 2026). This underscores the
urgent need for both screening instruments
(Aleksina et al., 2024) and greater precision in
identifying targets of short-term psychological
assistance (Frankova et al., 2026).

This destructive dynamic is particularly
dangerousin youngadulthood. The developmental
stage that Erikson (1959) described as a
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psychosocial moratorium, a period of free identity
exploration and safe experimentation with
possible versions of oneself, has been transformed
by the pressure of wartime threats into a period
of forced existential revision, where the individual
concentrates on survival strategies instead of
envisioning their future (Kosyanova, 2024).
The collapse of familiar life scripts, including
education, career, stable relationships, makes the
crisis acute and irreversible, while the dominant
experiences become fear for one’s own safety and
that of loved ones, and fear of an irrevocable loss
of the future (Sachko, 2023). Broader concomitant
changes have also been documented empirically:
transformations in the value orientations of youth
(Symonenko & Onyshchenko, 2025), deformation
of the time perspective in individuals with
traumatic experiences (Plokhikh et al., 2025), and
a diminished sense of meaning in life (Shrahina
& Omelnychenko, 2025); meanwhile, students’
adaptive resources are uneven and fluctuate with
the stage of the conflict (Hrabovska et al., 2024).
Importantly, traumatization is not confined to
direct exposure: constant immersion in the media
flow is itself associated with stronger traumatic
reactions (Gazit & Eden, 2025), and longitudinal
datademonstratethepersistence of post-traumatic
symptoms even in relatively safe conditions
(Krupelnytska et al., 2026; Lubianka & Filipiak,
2026). Where subjective autonomy and safety are
lacking, traumatic experience is not integrated
into a coherent personality structure but persists
as disjointed fragments that intensify ontological
insecurity (Ravn, 2024).

The choice of anxiety rather than fear as the
central construct of the study is deliberate. Unlike
fear, which has a concrete external object, anxiety
concerns the very fragility and uncertainty
of existence - and precisely for this reason -
that the existential tradition views it not as a
pathology but as a normal response of a person
who has become aware of their own finitude
(Yalom, 1980). The risk arises when such anxiety
remains without support and fails to be integrated
into experience: adaptive disquiet hardens into
what Frankl (1992) termed noogenic neurosis -
a clinically significant condition engendered not
by a deficit of mental health but by an unfilled
existential vacuum. Traumatization complicates
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this integration because the gap between the
bodily experience of threat and the capacity to
endow it with meaning blocks the symbolization
of experience (van der Kolk, 2015). The clinical
profile of such hardening depends on the duration
of traumatization, ranging from acute anxiety and
freeze reactions at the initial stages to existential
exhaustion during a chronic course (Paraniak-
Gieszczyk & Ogtodek, 2025).

The theoretical groundwork of the study is
Yalom’s (1980) conceptualization of the four
ultimate concerns of existence - death, freedom,
isolation, and meaninglessness - which, under
wartime conditions, turn from philosophical
categories into direct threats to life. A high level
of existential anxiety is not an isolated worldview
phenomenon: it is associated with a diminished
awareness of life as a whole, through which
existence begins to be perceived as chaotic and
devoid of perspective (Popovych et al., 2020),
while existential dimensions in general act
as factors of the individual’s subjective social
well-being (Halian & Halian, 2025). Recent
developments carry these propositions beyond
the worldview plane: the neuroexistential
approach invites us to consider existential
conflicts not merely as states of consciousness but
as states of an integral system possessing its own
neurobiological substrate (Chan et al., 2026). This
is corroborated by evidence on the biochemical
correlates of existential profiles in post-traumatic
stress disorder, in particular the variability
of serotonin and cortisol levels depending on
the depth of the ontological deficit (Paraniak-
Gieszczyk & Ogtodek, 2025).

However, despite solid research on the
psychometric provision of trauma assessment
(Krupelnytska et al, 2025) and on students’
adaptability = under  wartime conditions
(Hrabovska et al, 2024), the question of how
the structure of ontological anxiety relates to
the particular dimensions of clinical and post-
traumatic symptomatology remains insufficiently
studied. Existing research mostly operates
with integral indices of distress, whereas the
differentiation of post-traumatic symptom
clusters (intrusion, avoidance, hyperarousal),
anxiety, and depression through the prism of
basic existential fears has not received adequate
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empirical attention. Systematizing the existential
anxiety of youth based on four fundamental
fears - death, loss of identity, loneliness, and
loss of meaning (Kuchyna, 2020) - makes it
possible to move from describing general distress
to constructing differentiated psychological
profiles, a necessary foundation for developing
targeted  logotherapeutic and  resource-
oriented interventions in counseling practice
(Gawda & Korniluk, 2024; Haydabrus & Giménez-
Llort, 2026; Ronzhes & Khmelyova, 2025;
Olstad et al., 2022).

The aim of the study is to empirically ascertain
the specificity of the structure of existential anxiety
among Ukrainian students with different profiles
of post-traumatic and clinical symptomatology
and, on this basis, to substantiate differentiated
targets of psychological counseling under martial
law.

Hypothesis: the structure of existential
anxiety (the scores for the fears of death, identity
loss, loneliness, and loss of meaning) in students
varies statistically significantly depending on the
severity of clinical anxiety, depression, and post-
traumatic intrusion, avoidance, and hyperarousal.

Methods

Participants. The study involved 109 young
adults, all students: 63 women (57.8%) and 46
men (42.2%); age: M = 19.86, SD = 1.82 (range
16-24 years). The inclusion criteria were: (1)
student status; (2) age within the period of
young adulthood (16-24 years). The sample was
formed through self-selection: participants joined
voluntarily in response to announcements on
social media specifying the participation criteria.
To ensure full anonymity and minimize the amount
of personal data collected, the questionnaire
contained only two socio-demographic questions
- age and gender. No information enabling
personal identification (region of residence,
educational institution, contact details, internally
displaced person status) was collected.

Procedures and Instruments. Data were
collected remotely via Google Forms. The
study complied with the ethical principles of
voluntariness, anonymity, and confidentiality.
Before proceeding, respondents read the informed
consent statement posted on the first page of the
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form and continued only after confirming it. The
diagnostic battery comprised three instruments.

The Existential Concerns Questionnaire
(ECQ; van Bruggen et al., 2017) in the Ukrainian
adaptation by Kuchyna (2020) served as the
ontological lens of the study, making it possible
to move beyond purely symptomatic analysis
and to examine the structure of the personality’s
disquiet in the face of the ultimate concerns of
existence. The questionnaire consists of twenty-
two statements rated on a five-point scale.
The Ukrainian adaptation differentiates four
factors: fear of death, fear of identity loss, fear of
loneliness, and fear ofloss of meaningin life (which
corresponds to the domain of meaninglessness
in the original instrument); the existential guilt
subscale of the original instrument was excluded
from the Ukrainian version due to insufficient
internal consistency (Kuchyna, 2020). Each
subscale score was computed as the arithmetic
mean of the corresponding items. In the present
sample (n = 109), the internal consistency of the
Ukrainian version of the ECQ (Kuchyna, 2020) was
confirmed by a high Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
of .910.

To operationalize traumatic experience,
the Impact of Event Scale-Revised
(IES-R; Weiss, 2007) in its Ukrainian adaptation
by Krupelnytska et al. (2025) was employed. The
instrument was chosen because the Ukrainian
version was validated specifically on experiences
related to the 2022 full-scale invasion. The
scale comprises twenty-two statements and
operationalizes the respondent’s state through
three symptom clusters - intrusion, avoidance,
and hyperarousal - and a total index of post-
traumatic distress severity; a total score of = 33
was adopted as clinically significant. The internal
consistency of the instrument on this sample was
excellent: a =.947.

The current clinical state was assessed with
the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale
(HADS; Zigmond & Snaith, 1983), which acted as a
clinical filter for evaluating the psycho-emotional
background. The instrument has been applied
previouslyin studies of mental states under martial
law (Popovych et al,, 2023). The questionnaire
consists of fourteen statements distributed across
two autonomous subscales of seven items each -
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anxiety and depression (subscale score ranges:
0-7,norm; 8-10, subclinical level; 11-21, clinically
significant state). The internal consistency of the
HADS subscales (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983) on the
studied sample was: anxiety a =.767 (acceptable)
and depression a =.610 (questionable); the mean
inter-item correlation of the subscale (7 =.18) falls
within the acceptable range.

Organization of research. The empirical
study follows a cross-sectional comparative-
correlational design and was conducted in
two stages. At the first stage (January 2026), a
pilot survey (n = 39) was administered, and its
results were used to refine the procedure. At the
second stage (May-August 2026), the sample
was expanded to n = 109 through additional
distribution of the questionnaire via social media,
using the same selection criteria. The homogeneity
of the two subsamples on the key instrument
scores was verified with the Mann-Whitney U
test, which revealed no statistically significant
differences (all p > .05), allowing the combined
dataset to be used.

Variables. The study assessed the structure
of existential anxiety, the severity of post-
traumatic symptomatology, and the respondents’
current clinical state. Existential anxiety was
operationalized through four subscales of the ECQ
(Kuchyna, 2020): fear of death, fear of identity loss,
fear of loneliness, and fear of loss of meaning; each
subscale score was computed as the arithmetic
meanofthe correspondingitems (range 1.00-5.00)
in order to ensure direct comparability between
factors with different numbers of diagnostic items.
Post-traumatic distress was operationalized
through the three symptom clusters of the IES-R
(Krupelnytska et al., 2025) - intrusion, avoidance,
and hyperarousal - and the scale’s total score. The
current clinical state was operationalized through
the anxiety and depression subscales of the HADS
(Zigmond & Snaith, 1983).

Statistical analysis. The empirical data were
processed using IBM SPSS Statistics v. 27.0.1.
For each measure, descriptive statistics were
computed: the arithmetic mean (M), the median
(Me), the standard deviation (SD), skewness (S),
and kurtosis (K). The normality of the distribution
was tested using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
with the Lilliefors correction, chosen based on
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the sample size (n > 100). Since a statistically
significant deviation from normality was found
for most scales (p <.05), nonparametric methods
were applied in subsequent analyses. The internal
consistency of the diagnostic items of each
instrument was assessed with Cronbach’s alpha,
with the obtained values interpreted according to
standard descriptors (<.70, questionable; .70-.79,
acceptable; .80-.89, good; = .90, excellent).

The relationships between the measures of
existential anxiety, post-traumatic distress, and
the clinical symptoms of anxiety and depression
were examined with Spearman’s rank correlation
coefficient (r). The strength of the association
was interpreted according to conventional limits:
|r| <.300, weak; .300-.490, moderate; .500-.690,
strong; =2.700, very strong.

To implement the comparative task of the
study, the sample was successively divided into
contrasting groups by five symptom measures:
the anxiety and depression subscales of the HADS
(Zigmond & Snaith, 1983) and the three IES-R
clusters (Krupelnytska et al.,, 2025) - intrusion,
avoidance, and hyperarousal. The division
followed the median criterion (Me), which
ensured balanced subsample sizes and a uniform
methodological principle of analysis. Notably, the
median values obtained for the HADS subscales
(Zigmond & Snaith, 1983) proved close to the
clinical cut-off for distress (Me = 9 for anxiety
and Me = 7 for depression against the cut-off
score of = 8), indicating that the sample was
shifted toward elevated psycho-emotional strain.
The median-split procedure was likewise applied
to the IES-R clusters (Krupelnytska et al., 2025),
for which no normative cut-off points have been
established on a Ukrainian-speaking sample. The
differences between the resulting contrasting
groups in the severity of existential anxiety
measures were assessed with the nonparametric
Mann-Whitney U test. The effect size (r) was
computed with the standardized formula
r = Z| / \/n, where |Z| is the absolute value of the
standardized Z statistic and n is the total sample
size. The resulting indices were interpreted
according to Cohen’s criteria: .10-.29, small effect;
.30-.49, medium effect;.50-1.00, large effect. Given
the exploratory nature of the comparative part of
the analysis and the multiplicity of comparisons,
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Results

The descriptive statistics of the studied
measures, the shape indicators of the empirical
distribution, and the results of the normality
testing with the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test with
the Lilliefors correction are presented in Tabl. 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and parameters of the normal distribution of the sample (n = 109)

Normal distribution

Scale M Me SD
S K K-Sb (p)
“ECO” (Kuchvna, 2020)
FD 2.88 2.86 .85 -.061 -.649 .020
FLM 2.53 2.50 78 .049 -916 .103
FLO 2.36 2.20 .87 289 -.626 .045
FIL 2.42 2.25 1.01 .260 -1.024 <.001
“IES-R” (Krupelnytska et al., 2025)
Int 13.30 13.00 8.08 .059 -1.033 .011
Av 12.73 14.00 8.63 .059 -1.056 .025
Hyp 10.13 11.00 5.62 -.051 -.987 .010
Total 36.15 38.00 20.73 -.097 -1.191 .036
“HADS” (Zigmond. Snaith, 1983)
Ax 8.72 9.00 4.08 .200 231 .044
_ Dep 7.27 7.00 3.33 .065 -.634 .025

Note: M - arithmetic mean; Me - median; SD - standard deviation; S - skewness; K - kurtosis; p -
statistical significance level; K-Sb - the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test; FD - fear of death; FLM - fear of loss
of meaning; FLO - fear of loneliness; FIL - fear of identity loss; Int - intrusion; Av - avoidance; Hyp -
hyperarousal; Total - IES-R total score; Ax - anxiety; Dep - depression.

The structure of existential anxiety
revealed a clear hierarchy of severity. The
highest severity was recorded for fear of death
(M = 2.88; Me = 2.86), followed by fear of loss of
meaning (M = 2.53; Me = 2.50), fear of identity
loss (M = 2.42; Me = 2.25), and fear of loneliness
(M = 2.36; Me = 2.20). The hierarchy is uneven:
fear of death is separated from the normative
value of the Ukrainian adaptation of the ECQ
(2.41; Kuchyna, 2020) by a gap of .47 points,
whereas the other three fears fall within a range of
.17. Thus, one leading component stands out in the
structure of the respondents’ ontological anxiety,
while the rest form a relatively homogeneous
background. The greatest dispersion of empirical
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values was observed for fear of identity loss
(SD = 1.01) and the smallest by fear of loss of
meaning (SD =.78), indicating varying degrees of
sample homogeneity across the components of
existential anxiety.

For the [ES-R symptom clusters
(Krupelnytska et al., 2025), the mean values were
as follows: intrusion (M = 13.30; Me = 13.00),
avoidance (M = 12.73; Me = 14.00), and
hyperarousal (M = 10.13; Me = 11.00). The scale’s
total score (M = 36.15; Me = 38.00) exceeded
the normative cut-off value (= 33), indicating
that the level of post-traumatic distress in this
sample falls within the range of probable clinical
significance. The proportion of respondents with
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a score of = 33 was 56.9% (n = 62). For three of
the four scale measures, the median exceeded the
arithmetic mean, reflecting a shift of the bulk of
the data toward higher values.

The indicators of the current clinical state fell
within the range of elevated psycho-emotional
strain: anxiety (M = 8.72; Me = 9.00) corresponds
to the subclinical range (8-10), and depression
(M = 7.27; Me = 7.00) to the upper limit of the
normative range (0-7). It was found that 61.5%
(n = 67) of the respondents on the anxiety scale
and 47.7% (n = 52) on the depression scale
were in the zone of pronounced clinical tension
and subclinical risk (= 8). A clinically significant
level of anxiety (= 11) was recorded in 33.9%
(n = 37) of the respondents, and of depression in
19.3% (n = 21). Thus, on both subscales, anxiety
symptomatology substantially exceeds depressive
symptomatology both in mean severity and in
the overall proportion of individuals beyond the
normative range.

Verification of the shapes of the empirical
distributions showed no critical deviations in
skewness: the values of S ranged from -.097
to .289, i.e, the distributions are practically

Daria Pavliuchek

symmetric. The Kkurtosis (K) values, however,
displayed a pronounced negative direction for
nine of the ten scales. The obtained values indicate
platykurtic distributions: the respondents are
spread across the entire range of the scales rather
than concentrated around the central tendency,
which indicates polarization of the sample at the
levels of both post-traumatic symptomatology and
ontological anxiety. This feature of the empirical
distributions substantiates the subsequent
division of the sample into contrasting groups. The
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test confirmed a statistically
significant deviation from the normal distribution
for nine of the ten scales (p < .05); the only
exception was fear of loss of meaning (p = .103).
This result determined the use of nonparametric
methods of statistical processing.

The relationships between the measures of
existential anxiety and the symptoms of war-
related distress in youth were examined with
Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient (Tabl. 2).

Table 2. Spearman’s rank correlation coefficients between the measures of existential anxiety and
the symptoms of war-related distress in youth (n = 109)

Scale Int Av Hyp Total Ax Dep
FD S563** S19%* 559%* 5827%* S55%*% 332
FLM S16** S57** S12%* ST1%* S06%* 341 **
FLO 484 S566** A458%* S544%% AT76%*  475%*
FIL S532%* 594 S12%* 5927%* 680%*  311**

Note: ** - p <.001 (two-tailed); FD - fear of death; FLM - fear of loss of meaning; FLO - fear of
loneliness; FIL - fear of identity loss; Int - intrusion; Av - avoidance; Hyp - hyperarousal; Total - I[ES-R
total score; Ax - anxiety; Dep - depression.

All twenty-four computed coefficients proved
statistically significant at p <.001: greater severity
of any symptom measure was accompanied
by a positive correlation with all components
of existential anxiety. The magnitude of the
associations ranged from r_ =.311 to .680.

The strongest association in the entire
correlation matrix was recorded between clinical
anxiety and fear of identity loss (r,=.680; p <.001)
- the only value approaching the boundary of
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a very strong association. Fear of identity loss
also showed strong associations with avoidance
(r, = .594; p < .001), the IES-R total score
(Krupelnytska et al., 2025) (r, = .592; p < .001),
intrusion (r, = .532; p <.001), and hyperarousal
(r,=.512; p <.001). Fear of death demonstrated
strong associations with the IES-R total score
(r,=.582; p <.001), intrusion (r,=.563; p <.001),
hyperarousal (r, = .559; p < .001), and clinical
anxiety (r, = .555; p < .001). Fear of loss of
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meaning displayed a homogeneous structure of
associations, with all coefficients falling within
the .506-.571 range. Fear of loneliness was most
closely related to avoidance (r, = .566; p <.001)
and the IES-R total score (r, =.544; p <.001).

A distinct configuration of associations was
found for depression. For this measure, all four
coefficients fell below the boundary of a strong
association and belonged to the moderate range:
fear of loneliness (r, =.475; p <.001), fear of loss
of meaning (r, = .341; p < .001), fear of death
(r, = .332; p < .001), and fear of identity loss
(r,=.311;p<.001). Depressionis the only symptom
measure for which fear of loneliness occupied the
leading position, and the only one for which fear
of identity loss was the lowest. The magnitude of
depression’s associations with existential anxiety
(r=.311-.475; p <.001) is substantially inferior to
that of the corresponding associations of clinical
anxiety (r =.476-.680; p <.001).

A comparison of the two clinical subscales for
each component of existential anxiety revealed a
further regularity. The gap between the coefficient
of association with anxiety and the coefficient of
association with depression is maximal for fear of
identity loss (.680 and .311; a difference of .369),
substantial for fear of death (.555 and .332; a
difference of.223),and fear ofloss of meaning (.506
and .341; a difference of .165), yet practically zero
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for fear of loneliness (.476 and .475; a difference
of .001). Thus, fear of loneliness is the only
component of ontological anxiety represented
to a comparable degree in both clinical registers,
whereas fear of identity loss shows the maximal
specificity toward the anxiety register.

To implement the comparative task of the
study, the sample was successively divided into
contrasting groups using the median split method
across five symptom markers. The sizes of the
resulting subsamples were: for intrusion, n, = 55
(50.5%) and n, =54 (49.5%); for avoidance,n, = 61
(56.0%) and n, = 48 (44.0%); for hyperarousal,
n, =60 (55.0%) and n, = 49 (45.0%); for anxiety,
n,=64(58.7%)andn,=45 (41.3%); fordepression,
n, = 57 (52.3%) and n, = 52 (47.7%). For the
depression subscale, the median split (Me = 7.00)
exactly reproduced the instrument’s normative
cut-off point (= 8), so that the statistical and
clinical grouping criteria coincided: subsample
2 fully corresponds to the range of clinically
relevant depressive symptomatology. The results
of the comparison are presented in Tabl. 3.

Table 3. Differentiation of the existential fear measures in the contrasting groups of respondents

(Mann-Whitney U test, n = 109)

Saeem Swbiel @ mw omo
Me; (n=155) 2.29 2.17 2.00 1.75
Me: (n = 54) 3.36 2.83 2.60 3.00
Int U 605.0 737.0 765.5 682.0
r S1 44 42 47
p <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001
Me; (n=61) 2.43 2.17 2.00 1.75
Me: (n =48) 343 3.00 2.80 3.25
Av U 609.5 606.0 619.0 474.5
r .50 .50 .50 58
p <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001
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Mei(n=60) 243 2.17 2.00 1.75
Me:(n=49)  3.43 3.00 2.60 275
Hyp U 691.5 795.0 830.0 779.0
r 46 39 38 41
» <001 <001 <001 <001
Mei(n=64) 243 2.17 2.00 1.75
Me: (n=45)  3.43 2.83 2.60 275
Ax U 702.5 759.5 913.0 766.0
r 44 40 31 40
p <001 <001 001 <001
Mei(n=57y 257 2.33 2.00 2.00
Me:(n=52)  2.93 2.83 2.60 275
Dep U 1112.5 1074.5 912.5 1144.5
r 22 24 33 20
» 025 013 <001 040

Note: Me; - median of the existential fear measure in the subsample with a lower level of the symptom
marker (< Me); Me, - median in the subsample with a higher level (> Me); U - Mann-Whitney test value;
p - asymptomatic significance level (two-tailed); r - effect size (.10 - small, .30 - medium, .50 - large);
FD - fear of death; FLM - fear of loss of meaning; FLO - fear of loneliness; FIL - fear of identity loss; Int
- intrusion; Av - avoidance; Hyp - hyperarousal; Ax - anxiety; Dep - depression.

Across all twenty comparisons, the subsample
with a higher level of the symptom marker
statistically significantly exceeded the contrasting
subsample in the measures of existential anxiety
(p < .040). The effect size, however, varied
substantially, from r = .20 to r = .58, thereby
enabling the identification of qualitatively distinct
configurations of differentiation.

In the subsample with pronounced intrusion,
the greatest differentiation was observed for fear
ofdeath (U=605.0; p<.001; r=.51): the median of
this measure increased from 2.29 to 3.36. The next
positions were occupied by fear of identity loss
(U=682.0; p<.001;r=.47), fear of loss of meaning
(U=737.0; p<.001; r=.44), and fear of loneliness
(U=765.5; p <.001; r = .42). A similar hierarchy
was obtained for the hyperarousal marker, where
fear of death likewise took the leading position
(U=691.5; p <.001; r = .46), while the remaining
measures clustered compactly in the r = .38-.41
range. The overall level of differentiation for
hyperarousal proved lower than for intrusion,
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with the same hierarchy of measures preserved.

The highest differentiation values in the
entire study were recorded for the post-
traumatic avoidance marker. Fear of identity
loss demonstrated the largest effect size in the
comparison matrix (U = 474.5; p <.001; r = .58),
with a median increase from 1.75 to 3.25 - the
maximal gap among all twenty comparisons. The
remaining measures differentiated uniformly and
at the level of large effects: fear of death, fear of
loss of meaning, and fear of loneliness (r = .50 for
all three). Avoidance is the only marker for which
all four components of existential anxiety reached
the level of a large effect.

The contrasting groups formed by the level
of clinical anxiety revealed a configuration built
on the opposite principle: here, differentiation
is determined not by the dominance of any
particular measure but by one lagging behind.
Fear of death (U = 702.5; p <.001; r = .44), fear of
loss of meaning (U = 759.5; p <.001; r = .40), and
fear of identity loss (U = 766.0; p < .001; r = .40)
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differentiated the groups practically identically,
while fear of loneliness noticeably lagged behind
the other measures (U = 913.0; p =.001; r =.31).
Thus, an increase in the level of clinical anxiety
is accompanied by a uniform rise in three
components of ontological anxiety, with a relative
lag in the experience of existential isolation. At
the same time, the strongest correlation between
clinical anxiety and fear of identity loss recorded
in the correlation analysis (r, = .680) did not
reproduce in the comparative analysis, where this
measure (r =.40) showed no advantage over fear
of death (r = .44).

The contrasting groups formed by the level
of clinical depression displayed an inversion of
the configuration. The only measure to reach the
level of a medium effect was fear of loneliness
(U=912.5;p<.001;r=.33).Fear ofloss of meaning
(U = 1074.5; p = .013; r = .24), fear of death
(U=1112.5; p =.025; r =.22), and fear of identity
loss (U=1144.5; p=.040; r=.20) remained within
the range of small effects. Depression is the only
marker for which fear of loneliness outpaces the
other measures, and the only one for which the
effect size for fear of loneliness (r = .33) exceeds
the corresponding value for clinical anxiety
(r = .31); for the other three components, the
ratio is reversed (r = .44 vs. .22; r = .40 vs. .24;
r=.40vs..20). Thus, the results of the comparative
analysis reproduce the regularity recorded in the
correlation matrix: fear of loneliness is the only
component of ontological anxiety whose affinity
with the depressive register is not inferior to its
affinity with the anxiety register.

The structural cause of the weakened
differentiation for depression lies in the
configuration of medians in the contrasting
groups. Whereas in the subsamples with a lower
level of the four other markers the medians of the
existential fears practically coincide (Me; = 2.29-
2.43 for fear of death; 2.17 for fear of loss of
meaning; 2.00 for fear of loneliness; 1.75 for
fear of identity loss), in the group with a lower
level of depression they are noticeably higher
(Me; = 2.57; 2.33; 2.00; 2.00). In the subsamples
with a higher level of clinical anxiety and a higher
level of depression, the medians of three of the
four measures are identical (Me, = 2.83; 2.60;
2.75) and diverge only for fear of death (3.43 and
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2.93, respectively). Hence, the reduced distance
between the contrasting groups for depression
is driven not by a lower ontological anxiety in
individuals with a higher level of symptomatology,
but by its high severity in the subsample with
conventionally normative scores.

Comparing the symptom markers by the
overall magnitude of the recorded effects allowed
us to assess the degree to which each of them
differentiates the existential anxiety of youth.
The most pronounced differential potential was
shown by the post-traumatic avoidance marker,
with exclusively large effects across all scales
(r=.50-.58), and by the intrusion cluster (r = .42-
.51). Somewhat lower, mostly moderate levels of
differences are characteristic of the hyperarousal
marker (r = .38-.46) and clinical anxiety
(r = .31-.44); the depression marker showed the
weakest differentiation, with a predominance of
small effects. Overall, the entire family of IES-R
post-traumatic clusters (Krupelnytska et al,
2025) surpassed both clinical HADS subscales
(Zigmond & Snaith, 1983) in differentiating power;
this indicates that the severity of post-traumatic
symptomatology of war-related distress is more
closely related to the structure of ontological
anxiety in youth than the severity of the current
clinical state.

Discussion

The study confirmed the stated hypothesis: the
structure of students’ existential anxiety differs
statistically significantly depending on the severity
of the symptoms of clinical anxiety, depression,
and post-traumatic intrusion, avoidance, and
hyperarousal. In addition, it was established that
the leading components of ontological anxiety do
not coincide across the contrasting groups: each
symptom register has its own configuration of
existential vulnerability (see Tabl. 3). Herein lies
the novelty of the study: a transition was made
from establishing the presence of general distress
to identifying the qualitatively distinct profiles of
disquiet concealed behind integral indices.

The most informative marker proved to
be post-traumatic avoidance, for which all
components of existential anxiety reached
large effects (r = .50-.58), with fear of identity
loss showing the maximum value in the entire
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comparison matrix (r = .58) (see Tabl. 3). This is
consistent with the proposition that avoidance
blocks the symbolization of traumatic experience
(van der Kolk, 2015), and that non-integrated
fragments of experience intensify ontological
insecurity (Ravn, 2024). It is telling that the
deepest vulnerability fell precisely on identity:
in young adulthood, for which the war has
effectively abolished the psychosocial moratorium
(Erikson, 1959), identity construction is in
itself the leading developmental task, so the rift
between experience and its meaning, conserved
by avoidance, strikes this link first of all.

The dominance of fear of death in the
intrusion and  hyperarousal profiles is
consistent with understanding these clusters
as a direct breakthrough of the threat to life
into consciousness (see Tabl. 3): death anxiety
here appears as an immediate response to the
actualized given of finitude (Yalom, 1980), which
is consonant with the data on the leading fears of
Ukrainian youth in wartime (Sachko, 2023).

The clinical anxiety profile is built on the
opposite principle: differentiation is determined
not by the dominance of a particular component
but by a uniform elevation of the fears of death,
meaning, and identity (r = .40-.44) with a relative
lag in existential isolation, which corresponds
to the generalized nature of the anxiety register.
It is here that the discrepancy between the two
methods of analysis emerged: the strongest
correlation of anxiety with fear of identity loss
(r, = .680; p < .001) did not reproduce in the
comparative part of the study. The explanation
is methodological: r_describes a monotonic
association across the entire range of values,
whereas the U test captures the contrast at the
point of the median split - which, for the anxiety
subscale (Me = 9), lies above the normative
threshold; the lower-level subsample therefore
also included individuals with subclinical
symptomatology, which narrowed the between-
group contrast.

The depressive register displayed an inversion:
the only component with a medium effect was fear
of loneliness - the same component represented
to an equal degree in both clinical registers of
the correlation matrix (see Tabl. 2 and 3). This
accords with the treatment of existential isolation
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as a given connected with states of deficit rather
than mobilization, and with the data on the
existential dimensions of subjective social well-
being (Halian & Halian, 2025). The weakened
differentiation for depression, driven by the high
level of fears in the subsample with normative
scores, is consistent with the dynamics of chronic
traumatization: over longer time horizons,
acute anxiety yields to an existential exhaustion
that spills beyond the boundaries of clinically
significant states (Paraniak-Gieszczyk & Ogtodek,
2025). The transversality of fear of loss of meaning
echoes the same pattern: second in severity
(M = 2.53), it is not tied to any single register,
and its associations are the most homogeneous
(r, =.506-.571; p <.001), which corresponds to
the understanding of the existential vacuum as
a diffuse background not reducible to specific
symptomatology (Frankl, 1992). In the sample,
anxiety symptomatology substantially exceeded
depressive symptomatology (33.9% vs. 19.3% of
clinically significant states) (see Tabl. 1), whereas
after twenty months these proportions were
approximately equal (Polyvianaia et al., 2025);
this discrepancy may be explained by the
younger age, the self-selection of the participants,
and the normalization of chronic stress
(Lushchak et al.,, 2026), while the overall high
burdenis consistent with review data on Ukrainian
youth (Silwal et al., 2026).

The practical contribution of the study lies in
substantiating differentiated targets of short-
term psychological assistance and the need for
precision in identifying which grows under martial
law (Frankova et al., 2026). For the post-traumatic
avoidance profile, the priority target appears
to be the integration of the experience of post-
traumatic recovery into a coherent structure of
the self, corresponding to practices for developing
existential subjectivity that have been tested with
Ukrainian youth (Ronzhes & Khmelyova, 2025).
For the intrusion and hyperarousal profile,
the target is the depathologization of death
anxiety (Yalom, 1980) and the restoration
of the time perspective, whose deformation
is characteristic of students with traumatic
experiences (Plokhikh et al., 2025); the relevance
of logotherapeutic techniques in the wartime
context has been confirmed quasi-experimentally
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(Haydabrus & Giménez-Llort, 2026).

For the clinical anxiety profile, the uniformity
of the elevation of the fears argues for a two-step
logic of assistance: the anxiety subscale serves as
an accessible screening entry point, while refining
the target requires further differentiation by the
post-traumatic clusters. For the depressive profile,
the target is the experience of existential isolation,
which argues for relationally oriented work and
the activation of resource states, notably curiosity
as a protector against the existential vacuum
(Gawda & Korniluk, 2024).

Limitations

The cross-sectional design precludes causal
inferences. Self-selection limits the generalization
of the results to Ukrainian stuwdents as a whole.
The minimization of personal data, justified by
considerations of anonymity, made it impossible
to control for covariates - region of residence,
internally displaced person status, and the nature
of traumatic exposure. The identified profiles are
an analytical generalization of the configurations
of group differences rather than the result of a
cluster analysis of the respondents. The lower
internal consistency of the HADS depression
subscale (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983) (a =.610) may
have attenuated the corresponding associations;
however, measurement error could not have
produced the significant effects observed.
Longitudinal monitoring of the dynamics of the
identified configurations, cluster modeling of the
empirical profiles of existential anxiety, analysis of
gender differences, and empirical validation of the
outlined counseling targets in an interventional
design constitute directions for further research.

Conclusions

The study yielded three principal findings that
refine the understanding of existential anxiety
among student youth in wartime. First, the
ontological anxiety of students is not a monolithic
phenomenon. Each symptom register of war-
related distress marks its own configuration of
existential vulnerability, and the leading fears
do not coincide across the contrasting groups.
The most accurate indicator of this vulnerability
proved to be not the current clinical state but
post-traumatic symptomatology: the anxiety
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and depression subscales yielded to all three
IES-R clusters (Krupelnytska et al., 2025) in the
power of group discrimination. It follows that
screening limited to the assessment of anxiety
and depression systematically underestimates
the depth of a student’s ontological anxiety.
Second, the most powerful marker of existential
vulnerability was post-traumatic avoidance
(r=.50-.58): its target proved to be identity - the
leading developmental task of young adulthood
- so it is avoidance, the least conspicuous
component of the symptomatic picture, that
signals the deepest ontological affliction. Third,
existential tension has transcended clinical
categories: an elevated level of the basic fears
was recorded already in the subsample with
normative depression scores, meaning that
ontological anxiety has spread wider than a
clinical scale can capture. The study substantiated
differentiated targets of short-term psychological
assistance for students: in the avoidance profile,
the counselor works on restoring the integrity
of the self, supporting the integration of post-
traumatic recovery experience and the client’s
subject position; in the intrusion and hyperarousal
profile, the counselor normalizes death anxiety as
a response to the actualized finitude and restores
the time perspective; in the clinical anxiety profile,
the counselor applies a two-step logic in which
the anxiety subscale serves as the screening
entry point and the target is refined by the post-
traumatic clusters; in the depressive profile, the
counselor restores the experience of connection
with the Other and activates the personality’s
resource states. The results obtained shift the
perspective of counseling work with students:
from responding to a pronounced symptom
toward recognizing the existential given that this
symptom marks. The validation of the outlined
targets in an interventional design constitutes a
direction for further research.
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