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Abstract 

Hope has increasingly been studied in terms of well-being, especially in connection with 

challenging life events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The aim of this study was to 

investigate how hope and hopelessness are displayed in personal narratives concerning a post-

corona future. That way, insights into personal perspectives on hope for a future after COVID-19 

were generated. As this study is part of a larger project on post-corona narratives, the collected 

data from that project was used for this study as well. This included data from a multi-

dimensional questionnaire on personal and other-focused hope and the Letters from the Future, 

in which participants were asked to describe their post-corona life and the pathway which led to 

the described future. For this study, Digital Story Grammar as a form of Text-Mining Analysis 

was performed on the participants’ (N=49) Letters from the Future. The results displayed that 

personal and other-focused hope were related to the most usage of positively associated being 

phrases, and least used negatively connotated mental sensing words. Also, people high on hope 

described their existence in the future more vividly and in-depth compared to people with less 

hope. Personal hope was especially observed by the most frequent use of relational being words, 

indicating a focus on personal assets in the form of interactions with family members or friends. 

Material and expressional doing phrases, as well as the stated emotions seemed to emphasise the 

presented perspective of hope or hopelessness in text. The results could be put into context with 

existing literature, setting it into perspective with linear restitution narratives and linear chaos 

narratives on hope, the definition of ‘active hope’ and its relation to faith. Moreover, the 

intermediate relationship between hope and mental health could be observed in narratives.  

Keywords: Hope, post-corona future, Letters from the Future, Text-Mining Analysis, 

Digital Story Grammar 
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           Introduction 

Purpose 

The interest in hope for both public and research purposes gained momentum around the 

late 20th century (Eliott, 2005). Various healthcare disciplines, such as medical and 

psychological sciences, argue for the beneficial value of hope on physical and mental health in 

society (Cheavens et al., 2005; Eliott & Olver, 2007). Some conducted research focused on hope 

and hopelessness during the COVID-19 pandemic and its influence on present well-being, stress, 

and mental health (Gallagher et al., 2021; Knowles et al., 2021; Walsh, 2020). It has been shown 

that hope can be related to greater subjective wellbeing, psychological health, less COVID-19 

perceived stress and perceived emotional control (Gallagher et al., 2021; Pellerin & Raufaste, 

2020; Yıldırım & Arslan, 2020). However, the experience of the pandemic can also negatively 

impact hope by causing mental health pathologies (Higgins et al., 2021; Kaplan Serin & Doğan, 

2021; Saricali et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020) due to the fear of own or others sickness, the loss 

of a loved one, financial insecurities (Kiliç et al., 2020; Ornell et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020), or 

social distancing measures (Anderson et al., 2020; Wilder-Smith et al., 2020). Hence, there is 

well supported research available on the effects of COVID-19 on hope during the pandemic. 

Contrastingly, little research explores the consequences of the COVID-19 virus on hope 

for a future after the pandemic. To address this gap, the current study is part of a larger project 

on COVID-19 narratives, the post-Corona Futures Project, in which participants' stories about a 

post-corona future and their levels of hopefulness during the pandemic were examined. For this 

current study, Text-Mining analysis was used to investigate how participants with different 

levels of hope personally constructed hope or hopelessness towards a post-corona future 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00302228211029144
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00302228211029144
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00302228211029144
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retrospectively in text. Thus, the following research question was formulated “How hopeful are 

people towards a post-corona future and how is it constructed in narrative text?”. 

Defining Hope Through a Positive Psychological Understanding 

Hope has been an object of research in various disciplines, ranging from theological and 

cognitive-behavioural to narrative and emotion-focused understandings (Larsen & Stege, 2010; 

Parse, 1999), making a single definition challenging. To combine several important aspects of 

hope, a positive psychological understanding was chosen in line with the purpose of this study. 

Hence, hope is defined as increasing well-being by influencing our “cognitive, emotional, and 

motivational stances toward the future, indicating a belief that future good events will outweigh 

bad events'' (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 572). In the field of positive psychology, hope can 

be understood as a key factor to enable happiness and health among a variety of humans that are 

not mentally ill but also not flourishing (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). This is especially 

relevant in the context of this study, as a high number of people do not necessarily suffer from a 

mental disorder but are negatively affected in terms of hope and well-being due to the 

consequences of the pandemic (Kaplan Serin & Doğan, 2021; Trzebiński et al., 2020).  

To get further insight into the meaning of hope, Snyder et al. (2010) defined it according 

to four aspects. First, the expectation of better future perspectives compared to the present. 

Second, a person's ability to influence the future by being aware of one's own capabilities and 

limitations. Thirdly, setting future goals and perceiving multiple ways to reach them. And lastly, 

being aware that goal attainment involves challenges or drawbacks, while maintaining the 

motivation to act. The perception of goal attainment additionally influences the individuals’ 

emotions (Fredrickson, 2013). People with low levels of hope are likely to experience more 

negative emotions when facing difficulties. This leads to a decrease in flexibility, problem-
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solving skills, and life satisfaction in the long term. High-hope individuals oppositely are able to 

cope better with a challenging situation and are more likely to find solutions, increase their 

positive emotions, skills, and happiness (Fredrickson, 2013; Lazarus, 1999, 2000; Snyder, 2002; 

Snyder et al., 2002). Research showed that both trait hope, defined as dispositional hope, and 

state hope, defined as context-specific hope, increase well-being (Chang et al., 2013; Ciarrochi et 

al., 2015; Madan & Pakenham, 2014; Snyder, 2000; Snyder et al., 2002).  

To create a more holistic view, different qualitative studies also support the positive 

psychological understanding of hope. They concluded that hope can be defined as a key factor 

for a supportive development of the self (Buckley & Herth, 2004; Larsen & Stege, 2012), 

perceived control (Eliott & Olver, 2007), and a change in perspective towards more positive 

thoughts, emotions and behaviours when facing challenging life events (Larsen & Stege, 2012). 

Therefore, hope can increase satisfaction with life and well-being (Duggleby et al., 2012).  

Consequently, for the purpose of this study, hope was defined as a psychological resource 

that is important for different individuals with distinguishable mental health statuses. Hope can 

be understood as a learnable skill which is based on the interpretation of uncontrollable stressful 

life events like the COVID-19 pandemic, and the goalsetting, actions and emotions connected to 

it. This influences the perceived well-being of people when facing adversity (Fredrickson, 2013; 

Seligman, 1990; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Snyder, 2002).  

Measuring Hope 

Over the years, hope has been researched extensively and measured differently in 

previous studies. So far, a variety of different scales have been established to investigate hope. 

Overall, measures of hope can be either unidimensional (Snyder, 1995; Snyder et al., 1991) or 

multidimensional (Dufault & Martocchio, 1985; Miller, 1986; Nowotny, 1989; Raleigh & 
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Boehm, 1994; Schrank et al., 2011). Also, they can involve internal factors such as confidence 

and active involvement (Benzein & Saveman, 1998; Nowotny, 1989), or external factors like the 

influence of the environment (Cook, 2016; Schrank et al., 2011; Tipton, 2001) and support by 

others (Miller, 1986; Redlich‐Amirav et al., 2018). Moreover, it has been shown that hope can be 

context-specific rather than covering all life areas equally (Farran et al., 1992; Rose & Sieben, 

2017). It can be further distinguished between personal hope towards health or work 

performance (Madan & Pakenham, 2014; Rand & Cheavens, 2009), and other-focused hope 

towards saving the planet, economy, or overall humanity (Cook, 2016; Cretney, 2017; Polunin, 

1991). Thus, measuring hope as a unidimensional construct limits the inclusion of important 

aspects. Therefore, investigating hope multidimensionally accounts for its complexity and 

measures it more comprehensively by considering that hope may vary over time, across different 

domains and significant life events like the COVID-19 pandemic (Duggleby et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, several researchers studied hope through narratives, which can be 

understood as interpreting individual text (Aase Schaufel et al., 2011; Davison & Simpson, 2006; 

Eliott & Olver, 2009). It is advantageous to study hope through stories since people’s texts are 

diverse, extensive (Eliott & Olver, 2009), and interchangeably linked to the construction of the 

self, planned behaviour and emotions towards the future (Bruner, 1987, 1990). Hence, examining 

hope based on stories offers more depth by considering the personal thoughts and feelings that 

the individual connects with a future after COVID-19. Further, in anticipating a wanted future 

after the pandemic, people may construct the connection between their past, present and future 

lives differently by possibly drawing on contrasting contents and sentiments (Bradbury, 2012).  

The analysis of narrative contents and sentiments is possible through Text-Mining, which 

analyses unstructured text files by coding them into quantitative, testable data (Trusko et al., 
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2010). By investigating the frequency of words and emotions, insights into a large corpus of 

textual data can be gained (Andrade & Andersen, 2020; Feldman et al., 1998; Singh et al., 2007). 

The interpretation of the textual data can be based on the domains of experience framework 

(Halliday, 2004). In compliance with Halliday’s (2004) theory, the grammatical units of a 

sentence are categorised as sensing, doing or being words1. This allows for the differentiation of 

distinct processes that symbolise the perception and understanding of the constructed future in 

narratives (Halliday, 2004). 

Consequently, in the current study, a multidimensional questionnaire which separately 

focuses on personal and other-focused hope was used. Also, the narrative data was investigated 

through Text-Mining. This combination of the prior was central to create nuanced measurements 

of hope towards a future after COVID-19 and to answer the research question “How hopeful are 

people towards a post-corona future and how is it constructed in narrative text?”.     

Methods 

Design 

The aim of this study was to explore which narrative patterns and sentiments could be 

related to people with different levels of hope. Hence, an explorative and comparative between-

groups design was employed by investigating hopefulness on two levels (personal hope: low vs 

high and other-focused hope: low vs high). Therefore, the participants were divided into four 

different groups. Firstly, participants low on personal and other-focused hope (30.61%), 

secondly, participants high on personal and other-focused hope (40.82%), thirdly, participants 

low on personal hope and high on other-focused hope (2.04%), and lastly participants high on 

 
1 The domains of experience framework (Halliday, 2004) will be explained in detail in the data analysis section 



7 

personal hope and low on other-focused hope (26.53%). The research was approved by the 

Ethics Committee of the University of Twente with the request number 190547. 

Participants 

This study is based on the data collection of Saghai and Sools (2020, in press) which was 

conducted from April to July 2020. Using a purposive sampling strategy (Mthuli et al., 2021), 

participants were recruited through personal and professional networks, local newspapers, and 

social media platforms, including Twitter and LinkedIn. As eligibility criteria, a minimum age of 

16 years as well as sufficient linguistic and cognitive competence were required to be able to 

envision the future and put it into narrative form. Additionally, participants living in the Middle 

East, Europe, Asia, and North America were included in the study since those countries are 

representative of the countries affected by the pandemic (Saghai & Sools, 2020, in press). 

Due to the fact that this study is based on the data collection of Saghai and Sools (2020, 

in press), a convenience sampling strategy was used to draw participants from the original data. 

In line with the purpose of this study, participants with missing values on the hope scale were 

excluded. Additionally, participants with a neutral score (a value of three on the Likert Scale) 

were not included since only the extremes (hopefulness vs hopelessness) were of interest. This is 

the case because a neutral score does not indicate either hope or hopelessness, which makes its 

use unclear when investigating the narratives of people with different levels of hope. The final 

sample consisted of 49 participants. The age ranged from 18 to 78 (M = 42, SD = 12.74) with 

more female (69.4%) than male (30.6%) participants. A majority originated from Ecuador (49%) 

and Greece (38.8%), followed by participants from Finland (8.2%) and Estonia (4.1%). The 

demographic constellation is based firstly on grammatical considerations (Andrade et al., 2022). 

This means that the European languages used make the letters more comparable for 
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interpretation, aiming for accurate results (Andrade et al., 2022). Secondly, the sample was based 

on hope levels of the participants. Hence, only letters with high (a value of four or five on the 

Likert Scale) and low (a value of or two on the Likert Scale) hope were included in this study. 

This means that for example people from Ecuador indicated the most extremes on hope. In terms 

of hope, Parse (1999) found that people from different countries have a similar meaning of hope.  

Materials 

Letters From the Future 

The Letters from the Future intervention serves as the basis for this study to explore how 

people with different hope levels towards the future differ in a narrative way (Sools, 2020; Sools 

et al., 2015). This intervention aims to externalise individual future perspectives and the own 

action necessary to reach this future (Sools, 2020; Sools et al., 2015). 

In the mid-2020 formulated letters, participants were asked to envision a future after the 

COVID-19 pandemic and to write about it from a future perspective backwards to the present 

moment by addressing a person of choice (Sools, 2020). To do so, participants were asked to 

imagine travelling with a time machine to a post-corona future and to describe how far into the 

future they travelled. Furthermore, they were invited to describe how their future world after the 

COVID-19 pandemic is visualised, themselves in their future and their personal development. 

They were also questioned about how they achieved their personal future and how the future 

world generally developed. By answering the questions and reflecting on them, the participants 

were formulating their Letter from the Future to the present moment (Appendix A). This way, 

different narrative patterns and sentiments could be analysed. 

Moreover, a writing exercise like the Letters from the Future intervention has a 

therapeutic benefit by aiding to make sense of the past, present and future, and to enhance health 
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and well-being during difficult times like the pandemic (Andrade et al., 2022; Pennebaker, 2018; 

Sools, 2020). Further, it allows researching subjective personal perspectives towards the future 

and how they have been affected by this crisis (Sools et al., 2015; Sools, 2020). 

Questionnaire 

Subsequently to collecting participant's sociodemographic data, Saghai and Sools (2020, 

in press) designed a 4-item hopefulness scale to examine the participants' differences in hope 

(Appendix B). The questionnaire was generated in Qualtrics, which is an online platform to 

produce and publish surveys. For this study, the data on hopefulness and sociodemographic data 

was used. 

Hopefulness. In order to measure hope, the participants had the option to use a five-point 

Likert scale (very fearful=1, very hopeful=5) to rate four different items. The first item (“My 

outlook on my personal future life is…”) measured personal hope for the future, whereas the 

remaining items (“My outlook on the future of the country where I reside is…”, “My outlook on 

the future of humanity is…”, “My outlook on the future of the planet is…”) measured other-

focused hope for the future.  

Sociodemographic Information. Of all the sociodemographic information collected, the 

participants’ age, gender, and educational status were included in this study for comparisons. 

Digital Story Grammar 

In order to perform Text-Mining Analyses, including content and sentiment analysis, the 

Digital Story Grammar program (DSG) was employed. DSG is used to do quantitative narrative 

analysis by dividing sentences into its grammatical units (subjects, objects, verbs) to create 

variables (Andrade & Andersen, 2020). It functions based on a machine learning algorithm 

(Andrade, 2019), which was created in the data analysis program R and accounts for the relations 
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between the individual narrative units through social network techniques. Moreover, it has been 

repeatedly recalibrated to consider cultural differences in speech and linguistic slang (Andrade & 

Andersen, 2020). Thus, DSG is well suited to analyse a large corpus of narrative data and to 

uncover new information regarding a personal understanding of hope or hopelessness towards a 

post-corona future (Andrade & Andersen, 2020; Feldman et al., 1998; Singh et al., 2007). 

Procedure 

In the study by Saghai and Sools (2020, in press), the participants could select a language 

of their choice when filling in the questionnaire and writing the Letters from the Future. In 

general, the study was available in nine languages (German, Dutch, English, French, Spanish, 

Italian, Greek, Estonian, Finnish). First, the participants were informed about the study, 

operations, and eligibility criteria. It was mentioned that the completion of the research would 

take approximately 20-30 minutes and that all data would be used sensitively for research 

purposes, ensuring confidentiality. The participants were informed that withdrawal during the 

study is possible at any point in time without providing a reason and involving complete deletion 

of their data. Also, participants had to give their consent for data usage. It was furthermore 

mentioned that the participants could take a break in between the study when experiencing 

discomfort or psychological stress. There was no compensation for participation. All letters were 

translated into English and pseudonymized. The data is stored in the UT Network Storage 

anonymously to ensure integrity and safety. The original data can only be accessed by Saghai 

and Sools (2020, in press).  

Data Analysis 

Based on the formed groups regarding personal and other-focused hope, the Letters from 

the Future were analysed exploratively by performing a content and sentiment analysis using 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S027843190500099X?casa_token=02ej1Cmv-iEAAAAA:bNix9xCucIR9EPWj72lPQl7JVHOgQ4lxwgHIjOpmn_NVu64UbtS5ifUbMva757OonC0c2Wzyioc#bib10
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S027843190500099X?casa_token=02ej1Cmv-iEAAAAA:bNix9xCucIR9EPWj72lPQl7JVHOgQ4lxwgHIjOpmn_NVu64UbtS5ifUbMva757OonC0c2Wzyioc#bib10
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DSG (Andrade, 2019). For each group individually, the Letters from the Future were examined 

based on the word frequency of the presented narrative units and its connected sentiments 

according to Halliday’s (2004) experience framework. 

The interpretation of the Letters from the Future was performed by referring to the three 

domains of the experience by Halliday (2004), namely sensing, doing, and being. The first 

domain of sensing is defined as personal, internal processes and can be divided into four 

subcategories of visual (‘see’), verbal (‘talk’), mental (‘think’), and emotional (‘fear’) sensing 

processes. Consequently, it will be analysed how the participants visualise, hear, understand, and 

feel towards their post-corona future. Since hope is understood as a positive attitude and positive 

emotions towards the future (Snyder et al., 2010), DSG can get insights into the individual's 

inner worlds from the Letters from the Future. In the domain of doing, Halliday (2004) identified 

two subcategories. On the one hand, material doing words, which are defined as outer 

behavioural processes (‘do’). On the other hand, expressional doing words are about inner 

processes, which are manifested in observable behaviour (‘decide’). Since hope was 

conceptualised as goal-directedness in the face of adversity (Snyder et al., 2010), it could be 

investigated in the context of doing processes by examining the action words used in the Letters 

from the Future. The last domain of being is about the experience of the self and can be divided 

into existential being (‘am’) and relational being (‘have’). Existential being concerns the way we 

perceive ourselves, whereas relational being is about the things we possess in life (Halliday, 

2004). Consequently, people with high or low levels of personal or other-focused hope may 

construct a post-corona future differently in narratives. Therefore, the Letters from the Future 

were analysed based on the aforementioned groups on hope and hopelessness. 
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                         Results 

 Frequency Results of the DSG Analysis 

The Letters from the Future were analysed for each of the four created groups using 

DSG. The results on frequency of the constructs established by Halliday (2004) are presented in 

the table below (Table 1) and will be interpreted in the following groupwise. 

Table 1 

The frequencies of the narrative units established by Halliday’s (2004) domains of experience 

framework as percentages in the ‘Letters from the Future’ of participants with different levels of 

personal and other-focused hope 

 Low on 
personal and 

high on other-
focused hope 

(N=1) 

Low on 
personal and 
other-focused 

hope  
(N=15) 

High on 
personal and 
low on other-
focused hope 

(N=13) 

High on 
personal and 
other-focused 

hope  
(N=20) 

Sensing 
 

25.0 28.8 27.2 25.2 

   Mental 25.0 21.5 20.1 18.7 
   Verbal 
   Emotional 

- 
-  

2.7 
4.6 

2.1 
5.0 

1.6 
4.9 

 
Doing  
 

 
40.0 

 
24.2 

 
25.4 

 
24.6 

   Material 40.0 22.4 21.8 22.0 
   Expressional  -  1.8 3.6 2.6 
 
Being  
 

 
30.0 

 
37.3 

 
38.9 

 
41.7 

   Existential 15.0 11.8 13.5 13.2 
   Relational 15.0 25.5 25.5 28.5 
 
NA 

 
5.0 

 
9.7 

 
8.6 

 
8.5 

 

Interpretation of the DSG Results 

It could be observed that there were no differences visible between the sociodemographic 

variables age, gender, and educational status between the groups. This was the case because 
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among all groups, positively and negatively connotated letters have been formulated. Therefore, 

there was no indication for sociodemographic variables being correlated with differences in hope 

towards the future. 

Low Personal Hope and High Other-focused Hope  

The results of the first group were identified as homogenous, which means that the letter 

was generally written in a negative and past-focused way. This was supported by the highest 

number of negatively connotated mental sensing, material doing, and existential being words 

used as compared to the other groups. Also, few relational being words, and missing emotive as 

well as expressional doing words were characteristic for this group.  

It was observable that words identified as mental sensing were most often used in 

comparison to the other groups. The mental sensing words were mostly used to describe the past 

instead of envisioning a future world after COVID-19. Additionally, the past was generally 

depicted as “a distant nightmare”, leading for example to the “avoidance of social activities, (...) 

contact, transport, and teaching in classrooms”. This suggests a negative and past-focused 

writing instead of focusing on a positive future, which is an important characteristic of hope. 

This was supported by the majority of sentences that were analysed as material doings. 

Most were connotated negatively by only writing about the undesired consequences of the 

pandemic, such as having to “follow the personal hygiene rules for the past 20 years”. However, 

it was also talked about “finding a vaccine”, which associates some kind of activity towards the 

end of the virus for society as a whole. This implies some presence of other-focused hope to 

decrease the consequences of COVID-19. Other aspects of other-focused hope, including the 

development of nature, humanity, or the economy, were not mentioned.  
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Moreover, it was visible that the letter was written more general than personal because 

not much detail about a personal future was included. This was additionally supported by the use 

of few relational being words and indicates that personal assets, impediments, or other relational 

interactions were not mentioned in the letter. Also, no personal emotions or expressions were 

mentioned. Lastly, existential being words were used most often compared to the other groups. 

In line with the previous interpretation, those were connotated negatively. For example, phrases 

like “something has changed after this ordeal, there is an inward fear of a (...) deadly virus” were 

interpreted as existential being. This suggests a future that is characterised by fear of COVID-19.  

In all, the letter was formulated in a negative and past-focused way. Additionally, no 

concrete aspects of personal or other-focused hope were mentioned, which was represented by 

the most use of negatively connotated existential being and mental sensing words as compared to 

the other groups. Additionally, low relational being and no emotional sensing or expressional 

doing phrases were used. However, the activity towards finding a vaccine implies some other-

focused hope. Thus, hope towards a better post-corona future might be low but working towards 

a more positive perspective can be interpreted from the letter at hand. 

Low Personal and Other-focused Hope  

The majority of participants from this group described a negatively progressing future 

regarding the pandemic as compared to the present. This included a high amount of uncertainty, 

fear, and mutations of the disease. However, the results were heterogeneous because a minority 

of participants from this group mentioned a slightly positively developing future. It was stated 

that humans learned from the effects of the virus or were at least able to stop its spread.  

Similarly to the first group, most participants wrote about the past, which was 

interconnected with the second highest number of mental sensing words in text. In addition, it 
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was observable that participants described the past very vividly and in detail by writing for 

example “I remember people running to get whatever antiseptic wipes and liquid they had never 

bothered to buy before, items gathering dust on the sale racks until then”. Moreover, a 

remarkable amount of text included negative mental thought processes towards the future. It was 

for example stated that in the future the “mutations have determined much more aggressive 

viruses, and not only vulnerable people are dying but also of all ages”. This implies a negatively 

progressing future due to the COVID-19 virus compared to the present, indicating hopelessness.   

Furthermore, existential being words were lowest for this group, and mostly used by 

participants who described the future as worse than the present. As an example, the future was 

narrated as a “chaotic and fearful world”. Additionally, participants often described unfavourable 

social, economic, and natural consequences ranging from limited social contact, over 

unemployment, to climate change and economic crises. Therefore, the negatively connotated 

mental sensing and existential being words proposed personal and other-focused hopelessness 

towards the future for the majority of participants. This means that most participants did not 

write that the future will hold better perspectives than the present nor mentioned any form of 

ability to prevent the negative future narrated. This was also supported by negative emotions 

addressing anger and fear. Moreover, the expressional doing words mostly focused on themes 

about death and exhaustion, mentioning for example that “50% of the adult population has died”.  

However, few participants described a constant or slightly better future. In the context of 

mental words, it was mentioned that society learned from the pandemic in the form of adapting 

hygiene measures, using public transportation, and improving the healthcare system. 

Existentially, it was mentioned that “the coronavirus has been defeated”, and emotionally, 

individuals were characterised as “enjoying” and “loving”. In expressional doing words, 
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personal hope was supported by stating increased social contact. And, in concern of other-

focused hope, it was positively spoken about a revived economy, and taking care of the planet.  

In conclusion, the letters included mostly negatively associated mental sensing and 

existential being words about the future. Subsequently, next to the few more positive aspects 

about a post-corona future, the majority of participants represented hopelessness in text.  

High Personal and low Other-focused Hope  

The letters of the third group were generally of a heterogenous nature. This is the case 

because its focus was divided on either positive or negative change considering a post-corona 

life. On the one hand, the ability to make a difference towards a better future was emphasised. 

On the other hand, it was associated with a worse post-corona world that cannot be prevented.  

As compared to the aforementioned groups, less mental sensing words were used. This 

can be interpreted as writing about the past less often. Also in comparison to the previous groups, 

more positive thought processes were narrated. More than one participant described beneficial 

aspects of the future in terms of togetherness, gratefulness, and learning from the past. However, 

some negatively connotated mental sensing phrases were mentioned as well by writing for 

example that “the human race is very selfish and that is why we could not defend ourselves 

better from the pandemic”. This was supported by emotive words of anxiety and sadness.   

Additionally, more being words were used as compared to the earlier groups. In regard to 

this, several participants mentioned a positive personal existence in the future by focusing on 

their happiness, occupation, finances, and free time. This can be related to more personal hope 

towards the future since that was not the case for the first two groups. It could be further 

emphasised by expressional doing words, which were most often used by this group, and 

emotional sensing words. Phrases focused on enjoying the physical contact after the pandemic. 
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Moreover, participants named some positive, existential changes in terms of nature, 

humanity, or society. This included themes like solidarity, kindness, and sustainability. However, 

negatively interpreted being phrases were also included in terms of other-focused hope. In that 

case, the future was described as being difficult due to several aspects, ranging from overcontrol 

of the government, over loss of individuality and labour exploitation, to further pollution. Those 

aspects were supported by expressional doing and emotive words, which indicated constant fear. 

An example phrase described that “people lifted their masks higher, (…) or at best reciprocated 

with an awkward smile full of anxiety and fear that our breaths might meet”.  

In all, the lower use of negative mental sensing words and the more often used positive 

being words as compared to the previous groups can be related to a more positive personal future 

perspective, and thus, personal hope. Other-focused hope was mostly negatively presented in 

text. However, the few positive aspects of other-focused hope mentioned could to some degree 

be dependent on high personal hope. This is suggested because participants who wrote about a 

more positive personal future also tended to talk slightly more positive about the development of 

the environment, society, or economy. Thus, high personal hope could affect other-focused hope.  

High Personal and Other-focused Hope  

The content of these letters was homogeneous since all participants of this group wrote 

mostly positively about a post-corona future. The majority of individuals was only focused on 

changes towards a better future, but some participants additionally mentioned some negative 

aspects. Negative personal consequences of the pandemic mentioned ranged from social 

distancing to unemployment. Negative other-focused consequences included natural disasters, 

economic crises, and reduced healthcare. However, they warned and animated the reader to 

“fight” against those negative consequences, to be active and intervene in order to prevent them. 
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As compared to the previous groups, mental sensing words were lowest. This can be 

related to highly decreased negative thoughts about the past or towards the future. By contrast, 

participants depicted more learning tendencies from the consequences of COVID-19, focusing 

on for example the importance of “nature conservation and sustainable living”. Furthermore, the 

belief in a higher spirit guided a more hopeful outlook on the future for some participants. This 

was emphasised by statements like “We should not fear the future if we remember how you 

(God) have led us in the past”. Thus, a more positive post-corona future than present was 

visualised through mental sensing words as compared to the previous groups. This is supported 

by emotive words of happiness, gratefulness, and peace. Also, metaphors like “spring is coming”, 

or “sunny days” symbolised the end of a miserable time and the beginning of blooming days. 

In comparison to the groups with lower personal or other-focused hope, being words in 

the letters at hand were used most often. This is the case because participants described the 

future very vividly and in much detail. In an example, a participant narrated himself in the future 

as being “surrounded by blossoming cherry trees, the flowers of which have a pleasant aroma, 

and by tourists whose cameras are flashing”. Moreover, existential being words were used 

mostly to describe a positive future, relating to personal and other-focused hope. Personally, 

participants described increased health, successful careers, improved working conditions, and 

strengthened social bonds. In regard to this, created plans were further supported by material 

doing phrases. Positive other-focused consequences ranged from improved healthcare, over 

sustainability, to a fair economic and political treatment of society. Thus, people with high hope 

described their future positively and in depth, which is shown by the frequently used being words 

in text. Oppositely, people with low personal and other-focused hope described the negative past 

vividly and in detail, supported by more mental sensing words used. This symbolises a contrast 
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in narratives concerning hope and hopelessness. Therefore, fewer negatively connotated mental 

sensing words and more positively connotated being words can be related to hope in general. 

Lastly, the number of relational being words was highest for this group compared to the 

aforementioned groups. It was observable that participants from this group focused mostly 

positively on their relationships with close others. This is strengthened by active relational plans 

set for the future, categorised as material doing words. Examples were planning to buy a house 

with a partner, travelling with friends, or setting up a date to see the grandchildren play. Thus, 

personal hope in text was also represented as a high number of relational being words, which 

involved plans and actions towards relational interactions.  

In all, the decreasing use of negatively connotated mental sensing words and the most 

frequent use of positively associated being words can be related to personal and other-focused 

hope in narratives. This was supported by positively associated emotional sensing and material 

doing words, emphasising a positive future perspective. Goal-directedness and making plans was 

demonstrated through relational interactions and can be related to personal hope specifically.  

         Discussion 

This study was conducted to investigate through DSG how participants with different 

levels of hope constructed hope or hopelessness from a future-focused perspective in the Letters 

from the Future. The results displayed that negatively connotated mental sensing words were 

more often used by people with less personal and other-focused hope and contrastingly, less 

often used by people with more hope. On the other hand, positively associated being words were 

more often used by participants with more personal and other-focused hope, whereas those were 

less common in the letters from people with lower hope. In particular, relational being words 

were most frequently used by people with high personal hope and supported by concrete plans. 
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In all, people with less personal or other-focused hope wrote more about the past or mentioned 

mostly critical aspects about the future, while people with more hope described the future and 

their place in it more positively, vividly and in depth. Material and expressional doing phrases as 

well as emotive words seemed to be dependent on the presented perspective in text, emphasising 

it by fitting emotions and planned, or missing behavioural actions towards a post-corona future. 

Generally, the findings of this study are in line with previous research results on hope. 

Considering the positive psychological approach, hope in narratives was overall demonstrated as 

a positive perspective on the future, including cognitions, emotions, and motivations 

(Fredrickson, 2013; Peterson and Seligman, 2004), and as planned behavioural actions to attain 

goals (Snyder et al., 2010). Participants with a high level of personal hope wrote less about the 

past and a negative future, and existentially envisioned their future positively and in more depth. 

Also, they planned to achieve individual goals. Therefore, the current study results are in 

alignment with Ezzy’s (2000) findings on linear restitution narratives. Linear restitution 

narratives relate to hope and are defined as wording that constitutes a plan to achieve personal 

goals in the future, keeping values that were set prior a difficult life event took place, and having 

a reliable social network of friends and family. In this study, participants with high personal hope 

mentioned for example plans of travelling with friends, graduating from a study program, or 

buying a house with a partner. In particular, plans that involve long-lasting decisions like buying 

a home demonstrate confidence in a future life (Ezzy, 2000). Also, buying a house was 

correlated with goalsetting for the future (Ezzy et al., 1998). This is further supported by a study 

of Arnaert et al. (2006) who labelled this type of hopefulness as ‘active hope’. It enables a 

future-oriented planning and active engagement in goal achievement. This could also be related 

to the fact that the majority of participants with high personal hope focused on the post-corona 
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future earlier in time (2020-2025) compared to participants with low personal hope (2030-2080). 

According to Eliott (2005a) “relying on faith” could additionally be interpreted as an active 

response to difficult life events, thus being characteristic of personal hope in narratives (p. 141).  

Based on that, other-focused hope does not only require a positive perspective on the 

future but also plans to rescue the planet or improve the economy and humanity. Surprisingly, 

this was not often found in the Letters from the Future. A part of this inaction towards saving the 

planet could be a lack of social mobilisation and education on a sustainable lifestyle, according 

to Gadotti (2008). In his research, Gadotti (2008) explains that only reaching awareness by the 

means of education is not enough to promote action towards solidarity in society, economy, and 

environmental intentions. Thus, education needs to be expanded on how to implement 

sustainable and solidaric actions in everyday life (Gadotti, 2008). While time has passed since 

Gadotti’s (2008) research has been conducted, based on the results of this study, there is still 

reason to believe that not enough actions have been taken in this regard. Other sources also 

support the importance of sustainable thinking in combination with the motivation to act (Corner 

et al., 2012; Doppelt, 2012; Klaniecki et al., 2016).  

In particular, several aspects could hinder an active response towards saving the planet or 

humanity, including readiness to change (Arden & Armitage, 2008), current behavioural 

intentions (Guillaumie et al., 2012), and currently existing habits (Webb et al., 2009). Also, 

people experienced the pandemic as an urgent problem since they felt that their health and the 

health of their loved ones was at stake. Hence, only a minor role could have been given to 

thoughts about environment and society at large, while greater weight was put on egocentric 

perspectives and “survival” (Hochachka, 2020). Consequently, participants from this study with 

high levels of other-focused hope and a positive perspective on the future could be aware of 
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required change but several aspects could hinder proactive goal setting and action. To make this 

differentiation, a distinction between personal and other-focused hope by using a 

multidimensional questionnaire appeared relevant for this study.  

Furthermore, the current study results showed that low hope was associated with mostly 

writing negatively about the past and mentioning negative thoughts and emotions towards the 

future. It was also related to low relational planning, including friends or family members. 

Therefore, the current study results on hopelessness in narratives are in line with Ezzy’s (2000) 

definition of linear chaos narratives, which are related to phrases that express emotions of fear, 

depression, anger, and isolation. Also, an avoidance of future planning is observable (Ezzy, 

2000). Moreover, research by Lee et al. (2021) demonstrated that death-related thinking, which 

was also presented in the narratives of people with low hope, reduced hope towards an end of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the passing of a loved one (Wisman & Heflick, 2016) and a 

lacking social network (Arnaert et al., 2006) can limit hope. Due to that, not only mood 

pathologies like depression and anxiety can decrease hope further but low hope could also 

increase the chance for mental disorders, thus interacting in both directions (Ebright & Lyon, 

2002; Lee et al., 2021; Sarna et al., 1996; Wisman & Heflick, 2016). Considering the DSG 

analysis and interpretation based on Halliday’s (2004) framework, it can be reflected that this 

methodology offered insights into the intermediate relation between hope towards the future and 

current mental health or possibly developing mental health pathologies based on the presented 

negative thoughts, emotions, and missing actions in text.  

In sum, hope in narratives was constructed as a positive outlook on the future compared 

to the past that was based on the planning of concrete goals (Peterson and Seligman, 2004; 

Snyder et al., 2010). This ‘active hope’ ranges from buying a house to relying on faith (Arnaert 
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et al., 2006; Eliott, 2005a; Ezzy et al., 1998). Personal hope can have an impact on other-focused 

hope, but a social network might be crucial (Arnaert et al., 2006; Lee et al., 2021). Further, the 

combination of religious beliefs and a present community offers belongingness, togetherness, 

and empowerment, which can increase hope for the future as well (Koenig, 2001; McGuire, 

2008; Pargament et al., 2000; Tyas & Naibaho, 2020). Also, hope can impact and be impacted by 

mental health (Ebright & Lyon, 2002; Lee et al., 2021; Sarna et al., 1996; Wisman & Heflick, 

2016). Thus, various aspects of the results were consistent with existing literature on hope.  

Strengths and Limitations 

One major strength of this study was its use of DSG (Andrade, 2019) as a machine 

learning algorithm to perform Text-Mining Analyses on the Letters from the Future. DSG 

provided new and valuable insights in the area of Text-Mining Analyses by becoming aware of 

different words and sentiments belonging to hope or hopelessness in text according to the 

domains of experience framework by Halliday (2004). Secondly, the understanding of hope in a 

situated sample enabled research on a particular place, time, and culture.  

Besides, some limitations need to be addressed. First, the sample size per group, 

especially for people with low personal hope and high other-focused hope, was rather small due 

to the especially high and low frequencies, influencing the interpretation of results (Malterud et 

al., 2016). Consequently, a higher amount of participation could have given more reliable 

frequencies (Marks et al., 2013). This means for this study that the results on differences of hope 

in narratives towards a post-corona future cannot be generalised, neither bold claims can be 

made. Furthermore, most letters were written by people with high personal and other-focused 

hope, which could be explained by a high degree of one-sided participation (Hammersley & 

Gomm, 1997). It may be the case that the one-sided participation is explained by lacking interest 
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of people with low personal or other-focused hope since it was a research study about hope 

towards the future. Secondly, since the survey only included four items, necessary determinants 

on hope might have been missed for this study. For example, research has shown that differences 

in health (Vellone et al., 2006), or perceived altruism (Slezackova & Krafft, 2016) impact hope 

of participants. Thirdly, the interpretation of results is subjectively skewed due to a single 

interpreter, decreasing reliability (Palinkas, 2014). Lastly, despite the fact that the DSG 

algorithm has been recalibrated several times (Andrade, 2019), some classifications of the data 

could be viewed critically. For example, the program categorised passive activity and active 

planning words both as material doing, making a further distinction supportive for interpretation. 

Furthermore, the program sometimes missed classifications or classified differently compared to 

the researcher. In particular, emotions were often ignored, especially when displayed as a noun 

instead of an adjective. Therefore, the algorithm should be further calibrated to analyse the data 

more thoroughly and in-depth.  

Recommendations 

Based on the aforementioned limitations, some suggestions for further research can be 

provided. Firstly, different internal and external factors seem to be relevant to hopefulness. As 

previously conducted research showed, self-confidence, sensed meaning in life, an existing 

social network (Miller,1986; Schrank et al., 2011), motivation to act (Nowotny,1989; Snyder, 

2002), or amount of perceived altruism (Slezackova & Krafft, 2016) among the participants 

could influence hope. In future research, the scale could be further adapted to gain more 

extensive insights that can be related to hope in narratives. Also, it is suggested to employ a 

larger sample, meaning at least more than one participants, to increase the accuracy of results by 

engaging further in a purposive sampling strategy (Moser & Korstjens, 2018). This means for the 
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current thesis that more information could be gained from this kind of letters, making this study a 

starting point for future research. However, valuable insights into hope in narratives could be 

gained from the current research results, nevertheless. Furthermore, participation bias could be 

reduced by animating more people to participate and by using all-inclusive wording (Silva Junior 

et al., 2015). Also, in reference to Hope (2016), mixing online and offline modes could increase 

participation. Moreover, interpretation could be done by more than one researcher to decrease 

subjectivity (Palinkas, 2014). Lastly, the DSG algorithm could be developed to be more specific 

in regard to the meaning of individual phrases in narratives related to hope or COVID-19. 

Conclusion 

 It can be concluded that hope in narratives was observable as a positive outlook on life, 

describing the future vividly and in detail, and mentioning concrete personal plans with family or 

friends. Thus, hope was displayed as a psychological resource for mental health and wellbeing, 

in line with a positive psychological understanding (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). The Letters 

from the Future or other forms of personal writing analysed by DSG could create valuable 

insights in a clinical setting. In a diagnostic process, the patient’s perspective on the future in 

narratives could give important information on mental health, well-being, and hope, possibly 

influencing the treatment plan and therapeutic success. With a focus on positive psychological 

therapy, the Letters from the Future could also function as a tool for treatment by increasing 

awareness of current hope levels and creating a basis for working on a positive focus towards the 

future. In this way, the Letters from the Future intervention indicates a therapeutic benefit. 

Further, analysing different personal writings on hope through DSG could create deeper insights 

on the topic for later research on other populations or settings. 
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Very 

fearful 

Fearful Neutral Hopeful Very 

hopeful 

My outlook on my personal future life is 
     

My outlook on the future of the country 

where I reside is 

     

My outlook on the future of humanity is 
     

My outlook on the future of the planet is 
     

 

            

  

  


