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A B S T R A C T   

Futures consciousness (FC), considered to be the basis for human anticipation, is important for its 
role in facing uncertainties and delineating alternative courses of action. This is especially so for 
emerging adults, who are traversing a life stage fraught with uncertainty and complexity. The 
COVID-19 pandemic as a high-impact event may trigger modes of engaging with the future to 
become more explicit. Through critical engagement with the 5-dimensional FC model (Ahven-
harju, Minkkinen, & Lalot, 2018), we develop a methodology for qualitatively assessing FC. We 
analyze how emerging Dutch and Greek adults narrate FC dimensions (time perspective, agency 
beliefs, openness to alternatives, systemic awareness, concern for others) in letters written from 
the perspective of a desired post-Corona future. Results show that emerging adults, although 
caught-up in a subjective timeframe in which the pandemic is enduring, think beyond immediate 
concerns. They do so in a way that conveys some attribution of agency and systemic awareness. 
Openness to alternatives is shown using several sophisticated linguistic devices. When further 
developed, the methodology will enable educators and futurists to support individual’s imagi-
nation of possible and preferred futures. This may contribute to resilient people and societies in 
and beyond times of economic, health, and environmental crises.   

1. Introduction 

This paper belongs to a larger project, to which this Special Issue ‘Will the World Never Be the Same?’ Everyday Imaginaries of Post- 
Corona Futures is dedicated. The special issue has a unique focus on everyday imaginaries, which is distinct from other foresight and 
visioning exercises currently undertaken by professional futurist scholars. It offers a collection of papers, to illuminate methodological 
and substantive gains in understanding everyday imaginaries of post-pandemic futures from a deep interdisciplinary approach to the 
same dataset. The data consist of 277 letters from writers residing in 33 countries that were collected between April and July 2020 by 
deploying the Letters from the Future approach (for details about the project, see the method supplement attached to this article). Like 
the other papers included in this Special Issue, this paper adopts a distinctive theoretical and methodological approach when analyzing 
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a particular subset of the data (in this case Dutch and Greek emerging adults). As such, it is part of an effort to provide a holistic 
understanding of how peoples’ understanding of what is possible and desirable was shaped by their experience of the pandemic. In 
particular, this paper shines light on emerging adults’ capacity to think about the future. 

Futures consciousness (FC), defined as “the capacity that a person has for understanding, anticipating and preparing for the future” 
(Lalot, 2020, p. 874) is an umbrella term for what across disciplines (notably futures studies, sociology, and psychology) is viewed as 
the basis for human anticipatory behaviour and thought. This capacity is important in modern societies, for its role in facing un-
certainties and delineating alternative courses of action in life. This is especially so for adolescents and young adults, who are 
traversing a life stage fraught with uncertainty and complexity. The COVID-19 pandemic provides a unique opportunity to examine 
how young adults in different societal contexts depict the impact of a common crisis on their own and their societies’ futures. A recent 
UK-based study (Lalot et al., 2021) of FC as a protective factor during the COVID-19 pandemic found that people with high FC show 
higher compassion, personal wellbeing and hope. The authors propose that high FC “triggers an active and aware engagement with the 
future in challenging times” (Lalot et al., 2021, p. 1). This idea aligns with earlier studies in which thinking about the future is 
considered to be related to resilience in times of adversity (Seginer, 2008; Sools & Mooren, 2012). Conversely, the pandemic as 
high-impact event may trigger (and possibly challenge) implicit modes of engaging with the future to become more explicit. Conse-
quently, the often taken-for-granted operation of FC becomes more directly available for analysis.The global survey on youth & 
COVID-19 (ILO, 2020), involving 12,000 young adults (aged 18–29) from 112 countries between April and May 2020, concluded that 
COVID-19 has had a significant impact on students and working youth with tertiary education in these countries: three-quarters of 
those who studied experienced school closure, and one in eight lost access to education. Of those employed, one in six stopped working. 
Participants also reported a negative impact on mental health and freedom of movement. One-fifth also felt that “their right to housing 
was being challenged as they struggled to make ends meet” (ILO, 2020, p.3). The survey also highlights that a portion of the youth 
surveyed responded to the crisis by engaging in civic activities. In a similar vein, scholars have identified several pandemic acerbated 
factors that affected youths’ lives: “social isolation, changes to the delivery of therapeutic services and almost complete loss of all 
structured occupations (school, work, and training)” (Power, Hughes et al., 2020, p. 301). 

Besides the severe impact on the present, the future perspectives of young people were also negatively impacted by the pandemic. 
This is evident in academic and popular research in the Netherlands and Greece (the two countries included in our study). A survey 
among 25.000 panellists of the Dutch news program 1Vandaag (Kamphuis, 2020), revealed how one in five working youth worries 
about their income, over one third expects a study delay, and half of the students think that youth’s perspectives are insufficiently 
considered in decision-making related to the COVID-19-pandemic. Additionally, several studies have shown that the 
COVID-19-pandemic has a negative impact on the wellbeing of young adults, e.g., feelings of stress, loneliness, and a lower mood (e.g., 
Kamphuis, 2020; Struijs, 2020). Despite these (often severe) negative effects on their present lives, Kamphuis also found that most 
young adults in the panel are positive about their future. Typical worries concern the duration of the COVID-19-pandemic measures, 
negative impact on the climate, financial and housing situations, relational issues and job opportunities. 

In Greece, young people (especially students in higher education) report depression and anxiety levels comparable to those re-
ported in epidemiological studies focusing on the 2009 financial crisis, a period in which negative mental health indicators were much 
higher than in previous years or compared to other European countries (Skapinakis et al., 2020). The COVID-19 crisis has emerged just 
as the country was rebinding from the severe socioeconomic crisis of 2009 and onwards. During that ‘crisis’ period, research has 
documented how the breakdown of social integration affects youth’s development, fostering profound insecurity, precarity, and 
liminal existence (Dafermos et al., 2017; Sools et al., 2017; Triliva et al., 2020). Highly educated young adults facing high unem-
ployment rates, showed varying responses to expected liminality in the job market: putting life on hold, awaiting a steady yet flexible 
job; feeling the dream of a secure job sink into the abyss; experiencing new freedom in which the kind of work is no longer important; 
experiencing an unexpected easy clean break from culturally expected jobs and particular kinds of a materialistic lifestyle (Triliva 
et al., 2020). 

Therefore, the pandemic may disrupt normative lifescripts that guide future imagination (Bohn & Berntsen, 2008). When 
taken-for-granted views of the future are (momentarily or prolonged) destabilized, this may affect the perception young people have of 
the future itself as no longer “bright and predictable” (Bohn & Berntsen, 2013, p. 1232). Arguably, as normative lifescripts become 
destabilized, young people’s “aptitudes, traits or capabilities related to future-oriented psychological processes” (Ahvenharju et al., 
2018, p. 3) become activated. According to the 5-dimensional model of future consciousness (Ahvenharju et al., 2018), these processes 
can be meaningfully captured in five interrelated dimensions which will be described in the following section: Time Perspective (TP), 
Agency Beliefs (AB), Openness to Alternatives (OA), Systems Perception (SP), and Concern for Others (CO). Drawing on the 5-dimen-
sional model, we develop a qualitative methodology for assessing FC, specific for the context of post-pandemic futures. The proposed 
methodology conceives of FC not as a general disposition but as a situated, sense-making ability (e.g., how agency is attributed in a 
preferred post-pandemic world, not general agency beliefs). As a situated capacity, the way an individual uses futures consciousness 
may depend on the kind of future life or world that is projected (e.g., career, leisure, relationships, climate, politics, pandemic world). 
As a case study, we use emerging adults’ anticipations of a desired post-corona future. 

2. Theoretical background: the 5-dimensional model of futures consciousness 

Ahvenharju et al. (2018) developed the conceptual model of futures consciousness by synthesizing a comprehensive body of 
hitherto separate literature from psychology, sociology and futures studies. While there are many differences in this diverse literatures, 
for example in the breadth and scope of what they comprise under discipline-specific concepts such as “future orientation, prospective 
attitude, anticipation, prospection, projectivity and futures literacy”, they have a common focus on the capacity to reflect on the future 
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rather than the content of imagined futures (Ahvenharju et al., 2018, p. 3). However, the authors acknowledge that content and 
process cannot be easily separated. Lombardo (in Ahvenharju et al., 2018) originally coined the term futures consciousness, but 
Ahvenharju et al. (2018), used it without adopting his overtly normative focus on character virtues that are supposedly indicative of his 
ideal of heightened FC. The aim of Ahvenharju et al. (2018) is to create a sufficiently holistic and integrated model that, simulta-
neously, is simple and pragmatic so that it can guide empirical research on FC. FC seems a particularly appropriate concept for our 
study, because of its broad focus beyond personal futures to include “individuals’ roles as members of society and their perception of a 
more global and societal future” (Lalot et al., 2020, p. 874). Moreover, the systemic approach underlying the model of FC seems apt to 
capture the interrelatedness of economic, health, environmental, social, cultural, spiritual and political issues that the pandemic has 
brought more starkly into public awareness. 

In previous research on how emerging adults envision the future (Baillergeau et al., 2015; Brannen & Nilsen, 2002; Cook, 2016; 
Hardgrove et al., 2015; Seginer, 2008), the operation of FC dimensions may be inferred from these future images. Sociologists Brannen 
and Nilsen (2002), for example, identified three models of how young people in Norway and the UK think about the future. The Model 
of Deferment, which prevails among (mostly) young women, emphasizes an extended present with a focus on enjoying life and 
postponing family obligations to a distant future. They oscillate between safe and secure adulthood quite similar to their parents’ life, 
while expressing wishes to diverge from the gendered role models that their mothers presented. The Model of Adaptability, typical for 
university students of mixed gender, includes present and (largely short-term) future orientation and shows confidence in the ability to 
adapt to what is perceived to be a changing and malleable future that offers the opportunity to try out different things and to find an 
interesting job. The Model of Predictability is characterized by the longest time horizon, depicting standardized and collectively valued 
routes to high-paying coveted jobs following “traditional male breadwinner ideologies and old assumptions about jobs for life” 
(Brannen & Nilsen, 2002: 530). When applying the FC model’s lens to the three thinking models identified by Brannen and Nilsen, 
Time Perspective (TP) is present mainly in the form of time orientation (present or future oriented) and time horizon (how far ahead 
the future is envisioned). Agency Beliefs (AB) come to the fore in concrete actions, ideas on the extent of mastery over the future, and 
the way planning future life occurs. Openness to Alternatives (OA) can be found in ideas on how certain, predictable and controllable 
the future is (as opposed to uncertain, unpredictable, malleable and uncontrollable) and particularly in ideas on choice versus pre-
determined life trajectories. The Systemic Perception (SP) dimension is lacking in Brannen and Nilsen (2002) description of the 
thinking models, and so is Concern for Others (CO). Thus, the first three FC dimensions (TP, AB, and OA) are easily discerned. 
Noteworthy is that the way these dimensions seem logically related to these thinking models, supporting the idea that the dimensions 
of FC are indeed interrelated and form a composite whole. 

It is unclear, whether the underrepresentation of SP and CO in Brannen and Nilsen’s study is typical for this age group under study 
(young people), or a result of study design (focused on personal lives). The lack of attention to SP may not be surprising, considering 
that “SP is not expected to come naturally to most people” (Dawidowicz, 2011, in Lalot et al., 2021: 2). Regarding CO, the image of low 
commitment to political and environmental concerns by many (but not all) young people is nuanced by sociologists, who point out that 
these commitments should be understood contextually as depending on perceived relevance and risk (Baillergeau & Duyvendak, 
2015), on the research question (Cook, 2016), and a stimulating parental environment (Malin, Ballard, & Damon, 2015). Asking to 
envision what a desired post-corona future would look like, could act as such a stimulus to think about broader concerns and to become 
more systemically aware. 

Another possible explanation for the underrepresentation of SP and CO in Brannen and Nilsen (2002) thinking model is that these 
dimensions are more difficult to operationalize. In their work on SP, Lalot et al. (2018), for example, point to difficulties in finding 
appropriate reference scales for some of the key concepts representing these dimensions. The CO dimension has a specific difficulty in 
that it fits the least with the athematic approach that supposedly underlies the FC model. After all, does not the degree to which people 
have concerns beyond their personal lives (e.g., environmental concerns) become most distinctly visible in the topical concerns present 
in the future images? 

Considering such nuances in what FC dimensions entail, we propose a novel qualitative methodology for eliciting and interpreting 
FC. This methodology builds on the five-dimensional FC model and consists of a method of elicitation (Letters from the Future) and of 
qualitative analysis (a coding scheme that operationalizes the five dimensions of FC in everyday language use). We position the 
proposed qualitative methodology as complementary to the Futures Consciousness Scale (henceforth FCS) developed by Lalot et al. 
(2020). The most crucial difference is that the FCS views FC as a generic disposition in life or even a personality trait (e.g., they speak of 
the “high-FC person” (Lalot et al., 2020, p. 882). Our qualitative methodology focuses on the situated use of FC in response to a 
high-impact event (the COVID-19 pandemic). The proposed methodology has been developed and tested in our study with the research 
question: How are the five dimensions of FC narrated in emerging adults’ (age 16–27) views on what their own lives and the world 
would look like in a desired post-corona future? 

3. Methodology 

The larger study included various age groups and countries (see the method supplement in the Appendix for more details on the 
project methodology). Not only were Greece and The Netherlands the countries in which the authors of this paper are residents, but 
these countries also represent the two geographical areas (South Europe and West-Europe) in the larger survey with a substantial 
number of letters from emerging adults (at least 15). For this paper, we selected and qualitatively analysed a subset of Letters from the 
Future (Sools A.M, 2012; Sools, 2020; Sools et al., 2015) about images and pathways to a desired personal and societal post-corona 
future, which were collected during the first phase of the pandemic. 

A. Sools et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                           



Futures 144 (2022) 103045

4

3.1. Materials 

The Letter from the Future exercise is a creative writing exercise aimed at eliciting a personal narrative in which a possible and 
desirable future is imagined as if realized (Sools, 2020). The idea is to imagine travelling to a desired future in a time machine and to 
write a letter from that future retrospectively back to the present. The Letter from the Future exercise has been adapted for research 
(Sools & Mooren, 2012; Sools et al., 2015; Sools, 2020) and used in various contexts, e.g., liminal employment experiences (Sools et al., 
2017; Triliva et al., 2020), intimate partner violence (Kilgore et al., 2018), psychiatry (Sools, 2019), voting (Sools et al., 2018), the 
future of travel (Tussyadiah & Miller, 2020). Although mainly used as text-based method, there are also some promising applications of 
the method in visual narrative (Ronkainen & Ryba, 2018) and art-based approaches (Nouvet et al., 2019; French et al., 2021). 

For the study at hand, the original instruction was partly adapted. First, the topical domain of the desired future was specified as a 
moment in time when the current coronavirus outbreak had ended. Second, participants were encouraged to use their imagination and 
focus on the possibility of transforming their own lives and the world around them for the better. Third, the chosen time and place in which 
the desired future occurred were left open for participants themselves to imagine. This openness allowed insight into the way par-
ticipants themselves situate a post-pandemic future temporally and spatially. Fourth, participants were encouraged to engage in a 
sensory exploration of their immediate surroundings in the future world: What do you see, feel, hear and smell? Then their attention was 
turned to the future world at large (community, society, humanity, the planet). Fifth, attention was brought to the future self with 
prompts such as What are you feeling, thinking, and doing? What is happening in your future life? How are you dealing with opportunities and 
setbacks on a specific day, moment or event? Sixth, participants were asked about the pathway that led to the future just described with an 
openness to the agency involved in creating that future How did this future come into being, who or what has contributed to making those 
changes possible? And allowing for participant’s own evaluation of the pathway. Finally, the participant was asked to send a message to 
an audience of their own choice in the present. 

Overall, two design criteria played a role in this elaborate description: (a) the dual focus of the study on future self and world, and 
(b) the challenge of providing sufficient guidance towards narrative (experiential, detailed) writing in an online environment. The 
disadvantage of the elaborate instruction is its difficulty and length, which likely has contributed to the high drop-out rate. We used the 
term corona instead of COVID-19 in our communication with participants, because we wanted to avoid framing the crisis only in 
medical terms. 

3.2. Data selection 

We started the selection of the subset with all 43 letters from Greece and the Netherlands of participants in the emerging adulthood 
age group. Emerging adulthood comprises both late adolescence and early adulthood, which can be viewed as an important formative 
life stage (Bowen et al., 2021). The age in the selected sample ranged between 16 and 27 with an average age of 21. The first step in the 
selection process was to exclude seven letters for the following reasons: one letter was too short (only 1 sentence), one letter was 
off-topic (not about a personal future), and five letters were submitted beyond the timeframe allocated to translations. The next step in 
the selection process aimed at a balanced yet sizable dataset with sufficient variation in demographic variables known to affect how 
people think about the future: gender, age, educational level (e.g., Brannen & Nilsen, 2002). Therefore, we excluded four letters from 
Greek female participants to balance nationality and gender. In this exclusion step, we ensured variation in educational background. 
When, for example, we had to choose between two women of the same age and one had an educational background that was un-
derrepresented, we chose the one that increased the educational variation. 

The final selected sample (n = 32) consisted of 17 Dutch (12 women and 5 men) and 15 Greek (12 women and 3 men) participants. 
Dutch participants on average had a lower educational background than Greek participants, which can partly be explained by a 
younger average age (Dutch 19,5 and Greek 22,6). Half of the participants in our sample (n = 16) were in or had just completed 
secondary education. The other half consisted of those in or with completed tertiary education (6 with BSc degrees, 4 with MSc de-
grees, 2 with some college years but no degree yet) or whose educational level was unknown (n = 4). The average length of the letters 
was 435 words, with a minimum of 114 words and a maximum of 1323 words. This should be taken only as a rough estimate, because 
we worked with translations (from Greek and Dutch to English) made by the bilingual research team who could go back to check the 
original text when necessary. 

3.3. Data analysis 

The letters were analysed qualitatively using the 5-dimensional model of FC as a basis. Following an iterative reflexive process of 
data analysis (Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009), we started by posing questions about how each dimension was best represented in the 
data. Examples of these interpretive questions are: How far ahead do young people envision the pandemic to last into the future? (TP); 
To whom and to what extent do they attribute responsibility for actions to themselves and to others? (AB); Do they experience the 
future as open and uncertain or as predetermined and certain? (OA); Are they aware of how their own lives are interconnected to the 
lives of others and affected by the multitude of systems that surround them? (SP); Are they mainly concerned about their personal 
futures or do their concerns include other humans, animal life and the environment? (CO). When applying these questions to the data, 
we aimed for a comprehensive yet also pragmatic operationalization. Hence, we created a hierarchical coding system with two main 
codes per dimension, each containing several subcodes. We decided on the unit of analysis most fitting to a particular (main or sub) 
code, either at the sentence or section level (used for sections within letters) or holistic letter codes (used to give an overall impression 
of the letter as a whole). In this way, we could both account for variety within letters and variety between letters. The whole letter 
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codes are sometimes built on the section-level codes, for example, when the variation in concerns (for self, society, environment) 
mentioned within one letter as coded under ‘Kind of Concern’, was used to discern the ‘Degree of Concern’. The final coding scheme 
with definitions of all (sub)codes can be found under results (Table 1). 

In our search for how to detect variety in the depiction of dimensions in text (letters from the future) in a valid, reliable, and 
pragmatic manner, the following considerations and choices were central in operationalizing the dimensions into main codes. For Time 
Perspective (1), we limited analysis to time horizon, because this was the temporal feature of the letters that stood out immediately, 
showed great variety in the sample, and is a widely researched aspect of FC in various fields (Berger, 1964; Cook, 2016; Karniol & Ross, 
1996; Szpunar, 2010). For more complex dealings with the experience and meaning of time in Letters from the Future, see Sools (2020) 
and the contribution by Grishakova et al. (2022) on chronotopes in this special issue. In addition to the objective time horizon (coded 
when the year in which the letter took place was made explicit), we created a code for the subjective time horizon, to better capture the 
way participants anticipated their desirable future would occur as within the corona-period, during a prolonged-corona period 
(pandemic) normal, and/or a timeframe beyond which the pandemic (or most pandemic regulations) had ended. Table 2. 

We decided to change the focus of the Agency Beliefs dimension (2) to the attribution of agency, because our methodology was not 
designed to capture general beliefs about if and how the future can be shaped, directed, or controlled. The category ‘attribution of 
agency’, instead, captures where agency is attributed to the future world or in the creation of that world. Drawing on Lalot’s definition 
of agency, we coded segments of one or more related sentences in which the writer describes one or more of four agency-related 
elements actions, responsibility for actions, reflection on consequences of actions, or intentions or plans for actions in such a way 
that a sense of mastery and control is conveyed. The more elements are mentioned, the higher we deemed the degree of agency. 
Linguistically, we used very basic indicators to allow easy exclusion of non-agency related sentences, such as sentences using passive 
grammar (it was done does not show agency compared to active grammar I did or the minister of health decided), those describing the 
background or setting of the future world (The year 2045 did not excite me. I woke up here lying on the ground, smelling sulfur. The entire city 
stinks, and it’s very noisy.) and those describing character traits of the future self or other characters (This included my generation, we were 
all more ungrateful and more wasteful, very selfish, and demanding of everything). Following Ahvenharju et al.’s (2018) conceptualization 
of agency (also in the instruction to participants to write about personal and collective agents), we also added a main code to 
distinguish letters in their focus on personal agency, collective agency, or both. 

For Openness to Alternatives (3), we examined the evidence of multiplicity, in line with the idea that perspective taking and seeing 
multiple options is constitutive of the future as the domain of the possible (Glăveanu, 2018). Additionally, we investigated attitudes 
toward the future, open or closed, based on content and grammar, following Bruner’s ideas on subjunctivizing language (see Sools, 
2012). Open and closed attitudes or stances towards the future are thought to be a key discerning feature between anticipatory 
processes and systems (Miller, 2015). The first operationalization (of multiplicity) takes more text-in-context information into account, 
while the latter operationalization of subjunctivizing language is more technical and relatively straightforward. 

To do justice to the data, which did not show explicit systemic awareness in the way complexity science or systemic intervention 
traditions would theorize the concept (e.g., nonlinear causality), we focused the Systems Perception dimension (4) on awareness of 
interconnectedness (often but not only one or more causal relations). Consequently, SP was examined by looking if and to what degree 
writers made implicit or explicit interconnections between system parts (e.g., communities, organizations, nations or the planetary 
scale). Typically, writers would show awareness of how effects reverberate for example when national policy measures affect personal 
life. When writers simply mentioned levels without somehow linking them together in a causal narrative, we did not code these 
sections as awareness of interconnectedness. 

Lastly, in line with Ahvenharju et al. (2018), we adopted a broad concept of Concern for Others (5) that encompasses not only other 
humans but also concern for nature, the environment, climate, societal inequalities, etc. To avoid the pitfall mentioned in the 
introduction, we operationalised this dimension only thematically, we investigated the extent to which different self-transcending 
concerns were present in the letters. Because the task to writers was to imagine a desired future, we assumed that concerns may be 
described implicitly in the developments writers expressed. However, concerns could also be more explicitly be framed in language 
expressing that the writer has a feared or preferred future in mind (by expressing concern, worries, or by elaborately describing what 
could, would or should happen). For the sake of coding scheme simplicity, and because we could not draw conclusions about the depth 

Table 1 
Time Perspectives codes with code descriptions and frequency of codes in the sample.  

Code N Description 

Objective Time Horizon (OTH)   Letter-level code. The writer has dated the letter (year, day) so that the exact timespan can be determined 
OTH-ST  5 ST short term: less than or 1 year ahead 
OTH-MT  12 MT midterm: over 1 year up to 10 years ahead 
OTH-LT  9 LT long-term: over 10 years or more ahead 
OTH – unspecified  6 the date cannot be extracted from the letter, there is no objective information about when the future occurs 

Subjective Time Horizon (STH)   Section-level code. The timespan can be deduced based on the depicted events in the letter. Multiple STHs could be 
visible in one letter. 

STH larger scope  26 A post-corona future situated clearly at a distance from the pandemic, with a focus on large (societal) changes 
STH Within Corona  12 During the Corona crisis period, typically describing social distancing measures or lockdown 
STH Extended Corona/ New 

(pandemic) normal  
11 Aspects of Corona still influence life, even if the pandemic is already gone. It might be that certain measures (social 

distancing, wearing masks) or behaviour remains the same as during Corona. 
STH Relief of end of pandemic  8 A proximate post-corona future estimated or explicitly situated only weeks or months after the pandemic came to 

an end or when measures or the lockdown had ended.  
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of one’s concern based on our data, we decided not to make a distinction in the degree to which a topic matters to the writer. 

4. Results 

In the following sections, we will describe how each FC dimension is narrated in emerging adults (age 16–27) depiction of a desired 
post-corona future. 

4.1. Time Perspective 

As shown in Table 1, of writers who specified the time horizon (26 out of 32), the majority looks at least a year ahead (with 12 
letters up to 10 years ahead and 9 even further ahead). However, the date does not in itself provide much insight into what the depicted 
distance to the present means. Looking at the subjective time horizon, writers sometimes have multiple STH codes within one letter (2 
letters with all 4 STH codes, 5 letters with 3 STH codes and 9 letters with 2 STH codes), suggesting complex use of TP. Almost all writers 
situate their letters (also) in a pandemic-related subjective timeframe (i.e., together 31 mentions of within corona, extended corona, 
relief of the end of corona), while a larger scope is used in 26 letters. 

Theoretically, it may be expected that taking a long-time perspective is related to envisioning big societal changes. This may be true 
generally, as seen in the following excerpt from a perspective of 100 years ahead, envisioning big changes, articulated by the use of 
extreme case formulations (everything, whole different, a lot, big impact). In this letter, the change mainly concerns technological 
advancement: 

I think everything will be automated and you will have ultramodern buildings and flying cars […] as a human you will have a 
whole different life with more technology and because of the technology a lot will be done for you. I also think there will be a 
new virus that can have a big impact on the world and society. The advantage is that you will have a lot of robots by that time 
and that it would be less of a big blow for the economy, because you can make robots work. 

(D71: 16-year-old Dutch man) 

However, there are also short-term letters in which big changes are depicted, for example situated in July 2020, just months away 
for the letter writer: 

Many things have changed after the end of the coronavirus pandemic. Initially, most people realized the value of freedom, and 
all that was part of everyday life back then… Now people, both in our country and abroad, love and respect the environment to a 
greater extent. The use of recyclable materials has been established. All electronic platforms created back then are still in use 
after the end of the pandemic. For example, public platforms that have made the bureaucracy non-existent are still in use. Most 
people have become more socially responsible and more aware of social issues. I changed a lot from the time of the coronavirus. 

(D18: 18-year-old Greek woman)  

This letter sets up a contrast between ‘back then’ and ‘after the end of the pandemic’. Not only are big societal changes envisioned in 
multiple domains of life (regarding the value of freedom, respect for the environment, use of electronic platforms, social awareness), 
also the self is seen as “changed a lot”. These two examples show that taking a self-transcending perspective in the CO dimension does 
not automatically go hand in hand with a long-term TP dimension. 

These two example letters share that they are explicit in their perception of whether the future is or is not expected to be different 
from the present. They also align by mentioning only briefly the envisioned changes without much detail. In the following excerpt, a 
rich description of a future situation is given, however, without OTH giving an exact date of when the future occurs. It also lacks 
explicit evaluation of whether the described situation is to be considered a big or small change, thereby inviting readers to make that 
assessment themselves: 

Table 2 
Attribution of Agency (AA) codes, code descriptions and code frequency.  

Code N Description 

Degree of Agency   Section -level codes indicating the number of agency-aspects made explicit. There are four aspects of agency 
(actions, responsibility for actions, reflection on consequences of actions, intentions or plans for actions). 

Low Agency  136 only 1 aspect of agency is made specific (responsibility, intentions for action, action, reflection on consequences of 
action). 

Intermediate Agency  79 2 aspects of agency are made specific (responsibility, intentions for action, action, reflection on consequences of action). 
High Agency  3 3 or 4 aspects of agency are made specific (responsibility, intentions for action, action, reflection on consequences of 

action). 
Distribution of agency   Letter-level code describing whether in the letter as a whole a collective or personal agent dominates 
Personal agency  5 agency is primarily allocated to a personal agent (typically an I-agent or You-agent, i.e., referring to the future or present 

self of the letter writer, sometimes including the immediate relations/family of the I). 
Collective agency  5 agency is primarily allocated to a collective agent, either the government, an organization, institution, community, or 

group. 
Mixed personal/collective 

agency  
22 agency is equally distributed between collective and personal agents, for example because the letter has multiple sections 

that each have different actors varying between the personal life and societal developments.  
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I reached the beach. There were people gathered there, less than a meter away from each other and happy. Yet, it seemed that 
there was still fear around. An elderly gentleman looked at a homeless man from the city and, with slow steps, approached him 
and hugged him. Then everyone started hugging and kissing. When they experienced the warmth of closeness and embracing in 
their bodies again, they forgot their fear. And those who still remembered it, were now indifferent. They began to cry of joy and 
emotion. 

(D11: 25-year-old Greek woman) 

If this situation had taken place 10 years ago, the most radical idea in the description would arguably be the hugging of a homeless 
man, while the bodily display of affection would not be futuristic until placed in the context of an ongoing pandemic. 

Because of these nuances, STH provides insight in the meaning of the chosen timeframe (in this case situating the desired future in 
the pandemic context), while OTH can provide an estimate of how soon writers expect certain outcomes to be realised. 

A further issue, specific to the idea of post-pandemic futures, is the uncertainty of an extended and perhaps even perpetual 
pandemic era that comes across in the following excerpt: 

After such a long time of restrictions I am thinking twice whether it is necessary for me to take the bus or go to crowded events. I 
guess the fear of corona is still somewhere back in my head. In the city some stores and restaurants are empty, since they did not 
survive the crisis. I try my best to support local businesses, however there is some sort of uncertainty in the air. 

(D118, 23-year-old Dutch woman) 

For some participants, the new pandemic normal is described as a fait accompli: 

The coronavirus marked the beginning of a new reality. A year after the coronavirus is over, nothing is as you remember it. Hand 
shakes and hugs are a thing of the past. Only the brave dare to engage in such gestures and the rest of the world looks at them in 
amazement. Social isolation that was supposed to be temporary came to stay. 

(D39: 19-year-old Greek woman) 

4.2. Attribution of agency 

Most letters are quite vague in how agency attribution is narrated (low degree of agency mentioned 136 times as opposed to 79 
intermediate and only 3 high agency). There may be agents mentioned (e.g., the government), to whom some responsibility for action 
is alluded to, without specifying actions or delineating concrete plans for action. An example is this letter, where agency is limited to 
people following guidelines. 

I notice from the corona outbreak that we still have to wear mouth caps on the plane, that people prefer to keep their distance 
from each other. That everyone is still cautious. 

(D115: 20-year-old Dutch woman) 

In another example of low agency, Everyone fought as a team and individually to attain this (D5: 22-year-old Greek woman), it is 
unclear who everyone is and what they did exactly; although we get a sense that great effort and a fighting spirit are envisioned to 
occur. 

These examples contrast with letters in which AA is more elaborate and specified. This could concern personal agency in the form of 
the ability to make choices, take action, and wondering about one’s responsible for infecting others: 

I found it quite difficult at that moment, because was I going to choose for myself now (by having a nice time myself but not 
keeping a distance), or I was going to choose to just be at home in the garden and keep the distance […]. (Because maybe I 
wouldn’t pick up anything but someone else would)? 

(D112: 19-year-old Dutch woman) 

An example of high AA involving governmental agency shows attribution of responsibility, taking action and considering 
consequences: 

Finally, the government changed the policy and took measures to protect its constituents by improving the health system for 
everyone and taking care of people financially not leaving them to their fate. 

(D34: 26-year-old Greek woman) 

While depictions of events happening to people outweigh depictions of responsible action attributed to clearly defined agents, there 
are also letters engaging with the relative agency writers see for themselves in relation to their surroundings: 

No matter what happens and what changes take place […] you can all choose to unite for a better tomorrow for you and the 
environment. 

D29: 22-year-old Greek woman 

While the agent in this excerpt is not very specific (“all”), we would argue that the expression of choice in circumstances beyond 
your immediate control constitutes (at least in the context of this dataset in which this nuance is rarely shown) a relatively advanced 
level AA. 

Regarding the distribution of agency, around two-thirds of the letters (22 out of 32) combine references to personal and collective 
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agency. However, some letters are focused mainly on a personal agent, for example describing some inner personal or moral 
development: 

Personally, I have to tell you that I have improved a lot. I have reduced my anxiety and have acquired a more positive and 
optimistic attitude towards what is happening to me 

(D30: 21-year-old Greek woman) 

Others describe immediate relations or family from an I-perspective: 

S. is still a treasure, you marry him and it’s a beautiful wedding day. You’re having a baby but I don’t say what the baby’s name 
is and if it’s a boy or a girl. 

(D57: 17-year-old Dutch woman) 

There are also observations of non-descript “people”, whose agency is described merely in being able to “do what they want again”, 
with the repeated “again” showing a back to normal type of narrative (see contribution of Hanninen et al., 2022 in this special issue): 

There are also a lot more people outside, because this was not really possible 3 years ago. The future looks positive, everyone can 
do what they want to again. The festivals and concerts are open, you can watch your favourite football club again and most 
important we can go on holiday again. It will all be alright again! 

(D110, 18-year-old Dutch woman) 

So, regardless of whether participants view a new pandemic normal, a back to the old normal, or a larger scope timeframe, their 
agency attribution could be quite similar in being quite vague. 

4.3. Openness to alternatives 

The number of statements demonstrating an open and a closed attitude towards the future, is quite balanced in the dataset (see  
Table 3). Also, within letters, we observe that overall letters contain an equal number of open and closed attitude statements, with 
longer letters typically containing more of both kinds of statements than shorter letters. 

The following excerpt shows how open and closed attitudes are used in one letter. The first section (lines 1–6) describes matter-of- 
fact what the future world looks like, expressing certainty about how the world appears (line 1). The second section (lines 7–14) 
expresses doubt and uncertainty (as indicated by the words in bold) about how reality appears, by questioning what lies behind it:   

1. Indeed, the effects of last year are apparent. People are still keeping  
2. distances. They do not hug and kiss as they used to. Even my grandmother prefers  
3. to stay home rather than go to church on Sunday as she did in previous years.  
4. Distancing measures are still in place at the airport. There are also instructions  
5. stating that if someone has symptoms, they are not allowed to travel. Nature has  
6. not recovered much.  
7. People seem to have forgotten that a year ago, they were enjoying walking in the  
8. countryside secretly. They were hiding from the government where they were, albeit  
9. following the measures by posting on social media an outing. Large industries  

10. continue to work. I heard that in some cases, working hours have been increased to  
11. meet needs. The Greek government continues the drama of the supposed economic  
12. development plan. It rewards itself with accolades for its demanding work. I heard  
13. that we will have elections. By talking to colleagues and friends, I surmised that  
14. most of us feel lucky to have chosen to live abroad and build our careers. 

(D123: 24-year-old Greek woman) 

Table 3 
Openness to alternatives (OA) codes, code descriptions and code frequency.  

Code N Description 

Attitude   Sentence-level code indicating the stance towards the future 
Closed  196 A closed stance towards what the future will hold, in giving a sense of certainty, predictability and control. This can be observed 

in word use (definitely, certainly, no doubt) and the lack of subjunctivizing language. 
Open  190 Openness towards what the future will hold, allowing uncertainty and unpredictability. Openness can be observed by content (I 

surmised, it seems, I doubt, as if) and by subjunctivizing language (Sools, 2012). 
Multiplicity   Letter-level codes for various ways in which multiplicity manifests in the letters in topics, thoughts, or action possibilities 
Single-issue  5 Letters that predominantly deal with one central issue 
Multiple-issue  27 Letters dealing with at least 2 issues and a single key issue cannot easily be identified. 
Contrasting group 

action  
7 Contrast is created in action possibilities between groups (some versus others, others and self, or different stakeholder groups). 

Reflective questions  9 Through raising reflective questions, the writer opens up multiple options and alternative perspectives  
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Although most letters make reference to multiple issues (only 5 letters dealing predominantly with one issue), an issue may only be 
alluded to briefly. To complicate matters, how elaborate issues are described, is not necessarily an indication of openness to alter-
natives. A single-issue letter could show highly advanced thinking, yet not necessarily openness to alternatives. However, interpreting 
the perception of alternatives is arguably quite complex, as can be seen in one letter entirely devoted to Perma Frost: the risk it poses for 
new viruses to emerge, the opportunities of vaccines to be created (because no personal future is described at all, this letter was 
excluded in our final sample, but is mentioned here for illustrative purposes). This letter shows in-depth knowledge and engagement 
with one possible solution to one specific problem. Is this narrow focus indicative of a lack in multiplicity thinking, or of openness to 
multiple possible (virus-related) futures? 

Multiplicity also shows up in the use of contrast: 

People were divided into two main subcategories. Those who after the end of the coronavirus have decided to make 
changes in their lives and even reconsider the reason for their existence. Those who came out stronger and want to live 
before they die. Those who understood the value of their own people and their work that absorbs most of their time and energy. 
To those who decided to travel, even if they needed to undergo more complicated processes now to complete their travels. Those 
who say more often, “I love you” and to those who take care of their fellow human beings. On the other hand, the second 
category are people who have been negatively affected by all this. The loneliest and most anxious. People who are still 
wearing masks and do not dare to approach their fellow citizens. People who now need psychological support and often even 
medical help. People who are now depressed, have anxiety disorders, problems with their sleep, or eating issues. The people 
who did not come out unscathed from all this. People who deserve the biggest hug in the world, but you are afraid to give it to 
them. 

(D39: 19-year-old Greek woman) 

Finally, some writers showed openness to multiple interpretations and perspectives in the form of asking reflective questions: 

Everyone is now pessimistic about the economy, and who can convince them otherwise? Are they wrong to be always 
disappointed?” 

(D6: 18-year-old Greek woman) 

Have we forgotten what it is to be human? Now, will we try to regain the lost time? Or will we focus on our survival because of 
the depleted economy? 

(D22: 23-year-old Greek woman) 

4.5. Awareness of interconnectedness 

We struggled in finding a suitable way of discerning awareness of interconnectedness, because we wanted to do justice to the way 
young people in our study show awareness of how systems interrelate and influence each other. As our methodology is intended to 
capture FC as situated sense-making capacity, it should be appropriate for young people without any training in systems thinking, who 
were asked to spontaneously write about the future. Therefore, we generously coded any references in which interconnections were 
made, often in the form of awareness of reverberations of the COVID-19 pandemic on various spheres of life. In the following example, 
a connection between sustainable behaviour (driving electric cars), the environment, and corona is made (line 1), suggesting 
awareness of how ecosystems benefit from human action. In line 2, the organisation of events (societal level) is perceived as beneficial 
for creativity.  

Table 4 
Awareness of Interconnectedness (AI) codes, code descriptions and code frequency.  

Code N Description 

Explicitness of systemic 
awareness   

Section-level codes for letter parts showing the extent to which awareness of interconnectedness between system parts is 
demonstrated observably in implicit or explicit reflection. 

Implicit interconnectedness  24 The wording does not express a (cause and effect) relation between parts (e.g., generations, timeframes and/or domains). 
Parts are implicitly connected for example when a narrator moves from the description of developments at one level to 
developments at another, without referring to how one level influences the other. 

Explicit interconnectedness  122 A connection between levels, generations, times or domains is made explicit, for example by causal connectors or other 
linguistic markers or when the content of the letter reflects awareness of how things cohere, are part of a larger whole and 
cannot be thought of each other independently. 

Degree of Systemic awareness   Whole letter-level code of the degree of awareness shown overall of interconnectedness between parts, e.g. (a) personal- 
social-planetary levels; (b) generations; (c) times, e.g., past, present, future; (d) domains in life/society such as health, 
education, economy. 

No interconnectedness  3 One level only (no descriptions of explicit relations between levels) 
Some interconnectedness  10 Relations between 2 levels are mentioned explicitly (if other relations are mentioned implicitly, letters are coded at this 

level) 
Extensive 

interconnectedness  
19 3 or more relations presented explicitly OR one relation is described in a way that shows complexity (e.g., nonlinear 

thinking) OR one relation is described extensively (= elaborative narrative)  
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1. There are a lot of electric cars because after the change of nature during and after corona we can’t ruin it again we give it a chance to 
shine.  

2. I now work at an events company and creativity boosted during corona there are so many different types of events now.  
3. All these changes are there because so much has gone differently and everything has almost gone quiet for a long time but slowly we 

have come on top of it. 
(D114: 23-year-old Dutch woman) 

This writer thus shows awareness of how humans impact the system they are embedded in and the other way around. In line 3, the 
writer shows awareness that events are interrelated, by observing changes that have occurred. So, although brief and in rather general 
terms, this young woman articulates high-level AI, especially when compared to other participants in our study. Table 4. 

Awareness of interconnectedness could also take the form of historical or intergenerational awareness, describing how living 
through collective experiences could affect one generation different from the next: 

Previous generations, our grandparents and great-grandparents had experienced much greater hardships, wars, dictatorships, 
poverty, hunger. Horrible things that leave big festering wounds behind. People who went through such things […] structured 
their daily lives based on the philosophy that nothing is a given and led better lives, living a more carefree existence, appre-
ciating every moment. 

(D6: 18-year-old Greek woman).  

Keeping in mind that we generously looked for ways in which participants showed awareness of interconnectedness, we could 
identify numerous in-letter references to interconnectedness (146 more or less explicit), but these are unevenly distributed across 
letters (with 3 letters completely lacking interconnectedness). 

4.6. Concern for others 

When looking at the kind of concern, human-centred concerns (for humanity and other generations, societal issues, and freedom) 
largely outweigh (mentioned 125 times) the concern for the natural environment (only 17 times mentioned). Concern for self is 
mentioned equally often as concern for society (n = 46), with awareness of what matters being about personal realisations of values 
that were previously taken for granted. Table 5. 

The following short letter shows concern for self (and immediate family) only. In fact, there is little concern at all, but merely a 
description of a carefree future life: 

Hello, in my case it’s happening in Ibiza with my family on August 20, 2026. It is sunny, nice weather. I can hear the wind 
blowing through the palm trees. I can smell the sea a salty scent. what I see is a big house with a direct path to the beach. it is still 
early so there are no people yet. we are still studying at home which is very nice after the corona outbreak which is already over. 
I now plan to go back to my house and go swimming in my pool. The sun is already quite sharp so I must apply sunscreen when I 
come out of the pool. I have a job at my second cousin’s company doing interior design and architecture. for me and my family 
later. 

(D107: 16-year-old Dutch woman) 

There is only a brief hint of the coronavirus outbreak being over, and no consequences of the outbreak on housing, the job market, 

Table 5 
Concern for Others (CO) codes, code descriptions and code frequency.  

Code N Description 

Kind of Concern   Section-level code about the object of concern 
Humans and 

generations  
52 Concern for other humans beyond the immediate circle of friends and family (local or global) or even extending to generations 

before and after 
Self  46 Concern for the personal life of the writer (well-being, health, education, housing, etc.) and the immediate circle of friends and 

family 
Society  46 Concern for social inequality, the economy, the health-care system, the educational system etc. 
Awareness of what 

matters  
30 Realisation or (renewed) appreciation of values in (personal) life 

Freedom  27 Concern about freedom of movement, of doing what one wants to do, of being free from fear 
Green  17 Concern for the environment, either locally (sustainable communities) or globally (e.g., climate change and transition to a green 

economy) 
Degree of Concern   Whole-letter-level code about the number of self-transcending concerns 
Self-only  2 The writer expresses concrete concern(s) related to the personal future (happiness, well-being, education, employment, 

finances) that may include the immediate circle of friends/family 
Low  3 One self-transcending concern is mentioned (e.g., freedom, awareness of what matters, humans/generations, society or green) 

with or without concern for self 
Intermediate  18 Two or three self-transcending concerns are mentioned (e.g., freedom, awareness of what matters, humans/generations, society 

or green) with or without concern for self 
High  9 Four or five self-transcending concerns are mentioned (e.g., freedom, awareness of what matters, humans/generations, society, 

green) with or without concern for self  
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or nature are conceived. It is a world as if COVID-19 never existed, in which you can live the life of your dreams. 
The following excerpt also has one main concern, this time with the natural environment (briefly contrasted with economic 

development), that is described in a vivid, sensory detailed and poetic manner. The writer draws the unexpecting reader into a future 
world that is not what it initially seems: 

The door opens […]. The glare of the sun blinds me, and I close my eyes abruptly. The heat is invading the capsule, and I take the 
first step to get off the time machine. I step on the dense vegetation of tall plants and flowers and immediately get overwhelmed 
by the sounds of insects and especially bees that exist around. The smell of flowers and greenery invade my nose, and I stand still 
as I gaze at the spectacle. In front of me, there is life and behind me, death. All the blooming vegetation, the beautiful smells, and 
images disappear as soon as I turn and see a few metres below the expanses of burnt trees, plants, and animals. Only the bare 
trunks of the trees are seen shrouded in sorrow for what they once were and how they became. A light breeze soothes my grief. I 
close my eyes and listen. Now I’m really listening. I hear all that existed and all that is now consumed by a fire; a misunder-
standing of all the centuries of meaningful contact and connection with nature for the sake of "economic development", because 
this is the modern man, adrift due to his passions and his fierce desire to dominate. 

(D29: 22-year-old Greek woman) 

A letter addressed to the Dutch parliament and Senate (Lower and Upper Chamber) interweaves multiple concerns (housing and 
de-urbanisation, environmental issues, communal ways of living, travelling, economy) from an eco-community perspective: 

People have left the busy city and have spread out more over the Netherlands. It became too crowded, too full to live so close 
together and people want more space, more contact with nature. During the Corona crisis we noticed that it was also nice to 
think more often about what we are doing. It is nice to live more in peace and quiet and not constantly running in the rat race. 
We want to grow our own crops again […]. We import less, #supportyourlocals has expanded to prefer to eat and grow 
products from your own environment. I live in a commune with other people. We are there for each other, offering a safe space 
to be who we want to be. […] so far we are mainly there for each other in our community. That also means that I don’t travel 
much, in fact, I’m a lot with my own group of people. Many people live like this, because everyone noticed how nice it was 
during the corona crisis that we spent a lot of time with our family or with our housemates. […] Because many people went 
bankrupt we noticed that making money and the capitalist system is not the key. 

(D112, 19-year-old Dutch woman) 

5. Discussion 

In this article, we investigated how the five dimensions of FC are narrated in emerging adults’ (age 16–27) views on what their own 
lives and the world would look like in a desired post-corona future. Overall, we found that the young Greek and Dutch in our study, 
although we asked for a post-corona future, situated their desired future in a subjective timeframe in which the pandemic is enduring 
(either because they depict a future in which the pandemic was not yet over, or by envisioning an indefinite pandemic world). 
Furthermore, they envision a mixture of personal and collective agents, although the way agency is attributed tends to be vague. They 
show openness towards possible futures by balancing open-and-closed attitudes, sometimes complemented with the use of sophisti-
cated linguistic devices (asking reflective questions and setting up contrast). Finally, they demonstrate varying degrees of awareness of 
interconnectedness, and most express concerns that go beyond their personal lives. Whether this overall pattern is specific to post- 
pandemic futures, and whether it is generalisable to other age groups than emerging adults needs to be examined in follow-up research. 

In comparison with previous research on youth futures (e.g., Brannen & Nilsen, 2002), these emerging adults show clear awareness 
beyond short-term career and study goals. This may result from a self-selection bias in the sample of young people with prime 
motivation to think beyond the COVID-19-pandemic, or with high digital and literacy skills required for completion of the task. 
However, it may also be interpreted as a promising sign that when asked specifically to engage with broader societal issues, young 
people are willing and capable to think beyond immediate concerns in a way that conveys some sense of agency, awareness of 
interconnectedness, and openness to alternatives. 

When reflecting on the strengths and weaknesses of the proposed qualitative methodology for assessing FC, it is important to 
understand what the methodology is and is not intended for. Compared to the FCS, our methodology is situated rather than generic. 
This means that our methodology can make visible how a person may demonstrate FC in different ways, depending on the domain of 
life (e.g., work or family life), and depending on context (e.g., pandemic future, climate future). Additionally, the qualitative meth-
odology offers the opportunity to make visible different ways in which time, agency etc. are given meaning, personally and culturally 
(see also Sools, 2020). A weakness of the study is its cross-sectional design. When interpreting for example the use of multiple STHs, we 
must acknowledge that the letters were from the early phase of the pandemic and that in hindsight events may be interpreted 
differently with knowledge about what happened in later phases of the pandemic. Moreover, the current employment of Letters from the 
Future asked to imagine one specific future situation and choose a time horizon. The advantage of presenting participants with the 
choice of one desired future is that it steers them towards awareness of one’s values. However, when the aim is to elicit possible futures, 
people could be asked to write multiple letters, for example with varying time horizons. Another disadvantage of the proposed 
methodology is its reliance on linguistic and cognitive ability. Are longer and more vivid descriptions of the future indicative of an 
advanced capacity to think about the future? Or do writers of short letters have vivid imaginations not captured in writing? Although a 
text-based method cannot avoid confounding linguistic ability with FC ability, we strived for a conceptually clean analysis as much as 
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possible. Only for the AI dimension, we failed, because we could not see another way to analyse interconnectedness than by textual 
evidence (argumentation, explanation) that indeed parts of a system were inter-connected even when complex systems thinking 
vocabulary was absent. It would be worthwhile to co-create visual, verbal, artistic, embodied, or sensory modes of reflection in which 
FC could become observable in a way that relies less on linguistic ability. 

6. Conclusion 

Overall, our study shows the richness and limitations of a qualitative analysis of young people’s capacity to imagine a desired post- 
corona future. The proposed methodology complements the FSC by enabling in-depth engagement with the situated and particular 
ways in which people imagine the future. The methodology could be used practically in scenario workshops. During workshops 
participants could write and share personal futures as input for the co-construction of possible and desired futures, or to project 
personally relevant futures into scenarios created by professional futurists. Future research should investigate how FC is used in other 
contexts (climate crisis, energy transition) and by various (age) groups. With a more robust knowledge base of variations in FC, a next 
step is to further theorise what constitutes ‘heightened’ FC, investigate how FC develops, and if and how this capacity can be trained. 
This will enable educators and youth workers to support emerging adults’ imagination of possible and preferred (personal and col-
lective futures), which will in turn foster resilience (Seginer, 2008) in and beyond times of economic, health and/or environmental 
crises. 
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