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Abstract 

The mission of the Principles for Responsible Management Education by the UN is to 

transform management education and to engage students with the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). However, it seems that relevant SDGs are not being met, 

especially on important goals such as zero hunger. What is needed are pedagogical tools 

and interventions that help future leaders to feel empowered to act positively to contribute 

to SDGs. An effective way of doing this is by writing a letter to the future. In this paper 

we develop a novel format of this letter to the future challenge (LTC), an online scalable 

written learning intervention where participants (a) reflect on and write about the 

imagined ideal world contrasting this with the idea of the world that will come to pass if 

nothing changes, and (b) reflect on and write about concrete goals and actions that 

contribute to certain SDGs. LFC is a promising new toolkit for management education. 

Based on insights from positive psychology, we propose that LFC offers ways to increase 

a self-transcendent action repertoire, and potentially kickstart societal change. LFC can 

be part of a pedagogical toolkit to enhance human agency and foster building good 

intentions for sustained behaviour change. 

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; Wise Interventions; Letters to the future; 

Life crafting; Positive Psychology; Self-transcendence. 
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1. Introduction 

“Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always remember, you have within you the 

strength, the patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to change the world.” 

– Harriet Tubman 

“Good writing facilitates the making of connections in a way that inspires 

openheartedness, thinking, talking, and action.”  

– Pipher, 2007 

Since the adoption of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the United 

Nations as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, many educational 

institutions have embraced these in their educational programme (for reviews see 

Alcántara-Rubio et al., (2022); Amorós Molina et al., (2023); Miotto et al., (2020); Russo 

et al., (2023)), especially in management education (Weybrecht, 2022). However, a 

recent evidence suggests that there little-to-no concrete action regarding Responsible 

Management Education (RME), constituting a hurdle in terms of implementing practises 

aimed at educating future responsible leaders. One challenge seems to be a lack of 

institutional support, leaving the implementation of RME up to individuals within these 

institutions (Russo et al., 2023) and it has been noted that engagement has been slow and 

connections with the SDGs often superficial (Weybrecht, 2022). A key problem is the 

absence of actionable tools that educators can use to not only teach about the SDGs, but 

also to nudge students to contribute towards these goals (cf. Weybrecht, 2022).  

At the same time, since the adoption of the SDGs in 2015 by all the UN member states, 

the world seems to not be on track in terms of SDGs, prompting the UN to announce a 

‘decade of action’ in 2020 (Van Tulder et al., 2021). Specifically, the most recently 

published report shows that ‘only 17% of the SDGs targets are on track to be achieved, 

nearly half are showing minimal or moderate progress and over a third has stalled or even 

regressed’  (SG-SDG-Progress-Report-2024-advanced-unedited-version.pdf; p. 2). For 

instance, hunger (SDG2) and poverty (SDG1), have increased rather than decreased, 

whereas a key enabler of most other SDGs, quality education (SDG4) suffers from 

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2024/SG-SDG-Progress-Report-2024-advanced-unedited-version.pdf
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decreased learning outcomes across 81 OECD countries 

(https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2024/); p. 2). 

In management education it has been recognized that it is of utmost importance to educate 

future leaders that will be able to contribute to solving wicked societal problems -- 

complex and multifaceted issues that have no simple or single solution (Head, 2018; 

Russo et al., 2023), including some of the SDGs such as environmental sustainability 

(Sustainability in Management Education SiME; André, 2024). In 2007, the Principles 

of Responsible Management Education (PRME) were introduced by the United Nations 

(UN) to equip future leaders with the skills and attitude that would enable them to balance 

profits with sustainable goals (Russo et al., 2023). Consequently, there has been a 

resurgence in responsible management education, to ensure students are aware of ethical 

values and business responsibility (Beddewela et al., 2017), and to use PRME as a way 

to contribute to the SDGs (Russo et al., 2023).  

A recent special issue in Journal of Management Education (JME) has addressed the 

question of how instructors can integrate sustainability into the educational curriculum. 

An integrative review showed that the topic of sustainability went from seldom taught, 

to being widely discussed and taught within the curriculum (André, 2024). An overview 

of methodologies used indicated a need for innovative and holistic approaches in this 

kind of education (Marcon & Sehnem, 2024). Even so, solving wicked societal problems 

and contributing to the SDGs has remained elusive prompting some to challenge the 

assumption that ‘scientific’ approaches are fit to contribute to workable solutions, (for a 

review see (Head, 2018). These and other authors argue that scientific solutions are aimed 

at solving ‘tame’ problems rather than ‘wicked’ problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973). 

Instead a different type of approach using  ‘wisdom of the crowd’ type of tools may hold 

better promise here (Elia & Margherita, 2018), especially if contrasted with approaches 

that favor solutions being sought by ‘stakeholders’ who may have vested interests to 

defend or be goaded by perverse incentives  (Head, 2018). For instance, tools such as 

hackathons have been shown to increase formulation of actionable solutions and 

contribution to the SDGs, primarily because they involve a clear pre-set problem 

statement and tap into the wisdom of the crowd (e.g., Surendran et al., 2023). Yet, what 

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2024/
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does remain underdeveloped are tools that incite students to reflect on which SDGs they 

feel passionate about and would like to contribute to.  

There is a clear need for an educational tool that engages students with the SDGs in such 

a way that they will choose their own goals and actions. Such a tool would make sure 

that people feel inspired to contribute, increasing the chances of actual and sustained 

involvement. Prior research has indicated that students who are prompted via an 

intervention to chose their own life goals, not only experience higher well-being and 

meaning, but also increased academic performance (Schippers & Ziegler, 2019). 

However, despite the plethora of initiatives in management education, embedding the 

SDGs into the curriculum via workshops and lectures, a clear tool to guide students to 

develop their own goals in order to contribute to those SDGs is missing (cf. André, 2024).  

In the current paper, we propose a ‘letter to the future challenge (LFC)’ - an intervention 

that can be used as a scalable, comprehensive, generic tool that educators can use. This 

tool is aimed at letting students reflect on their idea of an ideal world and what they can 

contribute to reach that ‘ideal’ world. This contrasts with traditional forms of writing 

‘letters to the future’, which consist of either writing a letter to the future self, used in 

therapeutical settings (e.g., in order to increase the perception of self-continuity; 

(Chishima & Wilson, 2021), or writing a letter to future generations, often aimed at 

increasing pro-environmental behavior (Syropoulos et al., 2023). While this latter type 

of letter seems promising, research has shown that the effect is short-lived and unrelated 

to actual pro-environmental behavior engagement (Syropoulos et al. 2023). Moreover, 

these traditional ‘letters to the future’ are often (a) shallow in terms of scope (e.g., only 

addressing one area of improvement/change), (b) often lack concrete goalsetting and 

planning, and (c) do not include the explicit formulation of goals, sub-goals, and a goal-

monitoring plan.  

In the letter to the future proposed in this article, students (a) write about their idea of an 

ideal world, (b) the world that will come to pass if no change is made, and (c) formulate 

concrete SMART goals  and contributions that they can make towards this ideal world. 

Writing about a future (ideal) world has long been recognized as a powerful way to not 

only transform the way we look at the world but also to inspire positive action (Boyatzis 



7 

 

& Akrivou, 2006; Pipher, 2007; Schippers & Ziegler, 2019). Reflecting on the future of 

the world is important, especially in the face of global crises that require us to build 

human agency (Banerjee et al., 2024). Doing so may have advantages not only for the 

world: but also, for the individuals involved. Self-transcendent goals have namely also 

been related to meaning in life (Schippers & Ziegler, 2019) and academic self-regulation 

(Yeager et al., 2014). There is growing evidence that people with a higher sense of 

meaning in life have better physical health, reduced mortality risk, and lower levels of 

depression and loneliness (Kim et al., 2022). As large crisis situations are expected to 

negatively affect especially young people’s sense of meaning in life (e.g., de Jong et al., 

2020), there is a strong need to contain and potentially mitigate these negative 

consequences (Schippers et al., 2022; Schippers, 2020; Schippers et al, 2024), and help 

individuals and society to regain resilience (Schippers et al, 2024; Banerjee & Duflo, 

2011). Thus, we argue that adding the ‘letter to the future challenge’ to the toolkit of 

educators may contribute to diversifying existing teaching methods, increasing student 

engagement with the SDGs, increasing academic outcomes and, ideally, even making 

progress on the SDGs.  

2. Letters to the future, wise interventions and meaning in life 

Most people, on average, would agree that trying to make the world a better place to live 

in is worth striving for (Reisch, 2017), and that the SDGs, if met, may contribute to such 

a world. Consequently, how and why (young) people try to shape the world has recently 

gained some scholarly attention (Müller-Bachmann et al., 2022; Reisch, 2017). Similarly, 

most people, on average, would feel the need to be in charge of their daily lives, i.e., the 

need to have a sense of autonomy and meaning in life (Schippers & Ziegler, 2019). 

However, we are increasingly faced with many global challenges such as the impending 

climate crisis, the outbreak of pandemics like COVID-19, the cost-of-living crisis, and 

geopolitical instabilities, all of which can erode our need to be in control. Being trapped 

in these situations is challenging and can leave us feeling helpless or overwhelmed while 

experiencing a loss of meaning in our lives. These experiences can, in turn, lead to 

negative impacts on our physical and mental well-being (e.g., de Jong et al., 2020; 

O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Schippers et al., 2022). So how can we empower 
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individuals to take charge of themselves, and envision and work towards a better future, 

amidst global crises?  

The ’letter to the future challenge’ aligns with the literature on wise interventions 

(Walton, 2014) as well as ‘story editing’ (Walton 2011), showing that small targeted 

writing interventions can have deep and lasting effects. Using these precise, theory-and 

research-based techniques, can help in ‘subjective meaning making’, allowing 

individuals to accomplish their goals and flourish (Walton, 2014). It has been shown that 

meaning in life – the feeling that one has a sense of purpose, coherence, and significance 

(Martela & Steger, 2016) – is a key human need that individuals tend to strive for 

(Schippers & Ziegler, 2019). However, the recent COVID-19 crisis has negatively 

impacted people’s mental and physical well-being (for reviews see Schippers et al., 2022; 

Schippers, 2020), and many people experienced life-changing losses and accompanying 

negative emotions like anger, anxiety, and depression after the outbreak of the pandemic. 

For many students, the closure of schools resulted in a loss of meaning, and many of 

these experiences were comparable to grief-like emotions such as the loss of normalcy 

or a loss of purpose in life (de Jong et al., 2020). Similar experiences have also been 

observed in the case of the ongoing climate crisis: many young people substantially 

worry about climate change and these worries have also been related to negative well-

being (e.g., Hickman et al., 2021; Ramadan et al., 2022), a sense of loss of meaning in 

life, and ecological grief (for an overview, see Ojala et al., 2021).  

Generally speaking, these types of crises are often characterized by a problem-framing 

setup that feeds on people’s fears, which is effective in drawing attention to the problem, 

but simultaneously also makes many people feel helpless and overwhelmed – leaving 

them with the feeling that they are not able to contribute to solving the problem (e.g., 

O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009). Although these negative feelings can provide people 

with a reason to act, it is important that educators, policymakers and practitioners provide 

people with strategies to cope with these situations effectively (Ojala et al., 2021), 

otherwise feelings of passivity and learned helplessness may become predominant, 

taking away the inclination to solve these wicked problems (Schippers et al, 2024).  We 

argue that writing and story-editing in the context of the “letter to the future” challenge 

which requires young people (i.e., students) to formulate concrete goals to contribute to 
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one or more SDGs, may just serve as one such strategy , which may not only aid with 

their mental health but also help find possible routes towards solving wicked societal 

problems.  

Below, we introduce a systematic approach for designing and adding this new, cost-

effective and scalable intervention – Letters to the Future Challenge (LFC) – to the 

toolkit of the managerial educators. We argue that writing a letter reflecting on the future 

can help restore the resilience of individuals as well as of society. A LFC intervention 

works by encouraging people to reflect and devise strategies to act upon for an ideal 

future for our world. The letter asks people to reflect on and write about their idea of an 

ideal world, contrasting this with the world that will come to pass in case of inaction. 

They are asked to do this as if there were no constraints in terms of time, money, 

possibilities, etc. In the second part, participants are asked to come up with ideas of what 

they can contribute, as well as formulating concrete goals for action 

(https://ikigaitv.nl/letters-to-the-future-challenge/).  

The LFC is inspired by the life crafting intervention (de Jong et al., 2020; Schippers & 

Ziegler, 2019), and combines guided writing, mental contrasting and goal setting to (a) 

make people aware of their view of the world and the problems in the world, their own 

norms and behavior, and the possible discrepancies between these two, (b) make people 

aware of the impact they can have on these problems in the world, and (c) provide 

participants with tools to establish concrete goals and create attainment plans to 

contribute to this ideal world.  Set up this way, LFC can help individuals achieve self-

transcendence and meaning in life, thereby forming good intentions and actions plans to 

sustain positive and meaningful behaviour change. By fostering human autonomy, this 

intervention can improve one’s agency during crisis times and help build an action 

repertoire that can empower individuals to make the world a better place. Reflection on 

part of the individuals also provides co-benefits to policymakers and practitioners, as 

citizens can find creative solutions for “wicked world problems” or provide feedback to 

existing policy dialogues, as has been shown with some recent behavioural public policy 

toolkits (see Banerjee & John, 2023; Banerjee & John, 2024; Banerjee et al., 2024), 

thereby, creating positive ripple effects which can be the start of a much broader 

transformative social change (Banerjee & Mitra, 2023). 

https://ikigaitv.nl/letters-to-the-future-challenge/
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Below, we highlight the benefits of LFC as a scalable positive psychology intervention 

that we anticipate can help make people more resilient during world crises and can 

instigate social change. Our work builds on recent evidence suggesting that these letter 

writing interventions can enhance one’s sense of responsibility (Syropoulos et al., 2023) 

and good intentions (Wickersham et al., 2020), including the willingness to make 

financial donations (Shrum, 2021) or, for example, to tackle hunger, poverty, inequalities 

and other SDGs. In general, letters to the future (writing to future generations) have also 

been documented to increase policy support globally (by 2.6%) as indicated by a large 

mega-study studying climate action across 63 countries involving more than 59 thousand 

participants (Vlasceanu et al., 2024). While this version of ‘letters to the future’ was about 

writing to the next generation, our proposed intervention is aimed at changing the current 

situation, without necessarily writing to the next generation. Our paper introduces this 

intervention systematically, so educators and practitioners are better equipped with the 

know-how of designing and delivering these types of interventions. Beyond the 

educational context, we also contribute to a growing toolbox of agency-enhancing 

interventions, such as boosting (Hertwig, 2017) and nudge+ (Banerjee & John, 2021; 

2023) in behavioural public policy. 

The remaining paper is organised as follows. First, we discuss how positive psychology 

interventions such as reflecting on an ideal world in the LFC may enhance the experience 

of meaning in life and one’s own well-being. Next, we briefly outline the elements of the 

LFC and how this intervention can contribute to management education, increased 

engagement with the SDGs, and with creating a viable action repertoire. Subsequently, 

we describe how and why such an intervention can change people’s mindset, specifically, 

from a scarcity mindset to an abundance mindset, as well as possibly increase self-

transcendent motivations (cf. Hudig et al., 2022). We also discuss how these can be linked 

to the SDGs and ways to implement, use and scale up this intervention. Finally, we 

explain how the positive effects from engaging in this letter writing intervention can 

spread beyond the individual and create positive ripple effects in society. Broader 

implications for responsible management education are discussed in the conclusion. 
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3. Positive psychology interventions 

Positive psychology is the “scientific study of positive experiences and positive 

individual traits, and the institutions that facilitate their development” (Duckworth et al., 

2005; p. 629). Duckworth et al., (2005) in their conceptual framework discern three broad 

domains for positive psychology: pleasure, engagement, and meaning. Positive 

psychology interventions often demonstrate effectiveness aimed at cultivating these 

domains. This is achieved, for example, by (a) the undoing effect (b) instilling hope (c) 

building of buffering strengths (d) the upward spiralling effect, and (e) narration 

(Duckworth et al., 2005; Seligman et al., 2005; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).  

Recent meta-analyses show that these positive psychology interventions are related to 

increased well-being, strengths, and quality of life, as well as a decrease in depression, 

anxiety, and stress (cf. Carr et al., 2021). Importantly, they suggest that these gains can 

be maintained even when these interventions cease to exist, thereby speaking to the 

immediate as well as the long-term benefits of using these interventions (Carr et al., 

2021).  During the COVID-19 crisis, for example, several studies indicated that positive 

psychology interventions reduced the negative effects of the crisis, such as loneliness and 

depression (Brouzos et al., 2021; Waters et al., 2022).  

The effects of these positive psychology interventions are influenced largely by our 

actions and behaviors, such as choosing or writing about enjoyable goals to strive for 

(Dekker et al., 2020; Higgins et al., 1997; Schippers et al., 2020; Sheldon & 

Lyubomirsky, 2006; De Jong et al, 2020).  Interventions that require writing about the 

ideal self (or world), have shown great promise in enhancing well-being and meaning in 

life (Boyatzis & Akrivou, 2006; Carver et al., 1999; Peterson & Mar, 2004; Schippers & 

Ziegler, 2019), as well as leading to enhanced study success (Schippers et al, 2020) and 

closing of performance gaps between groups of students (Schippers et al, 2015). 

Importantly, it has been shown that writing about the ideal future self has the inherent 

capacity to bring about change (Boyatzis & Akrivou, 2006). Indeed, when people write 

about their ideal future, they connect with this future and can see more possibilities where 

they can contribute to making changes. Moreover, once individuals develop their own 

intentions, and develop a sense of meaning in their lives, their agency is also likely to 
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increase (Banerjee et al., 2024), which, in turn, can have positive ripple effects (e.g., 

Nobles et al, 2022), via the process of emotional contagion and ‘sensegiving’ (Barsade, 

2002; Schippers & Ziegler, 2019). This maybe the case especially for idealistic goals 

with a focus on hopes and aspirations (Higgins et al., 1997). Indeed, performativity 

theory, or the idea that that language can function as a form of social action, initiating 

change, would predict that words initiate action and can give rise to change (Cochoy et 

al., 2015).  

Importantly, whereas ‘sensemaking’ is an important activity to help individuals gain 

clarity in ambiguous situations, “sensegiving” also entails influencing the sensemaking 

processes of others (Weick et al., 2005). Via a process of Prospection, ‘the mental 

representation and evaluation of possible futures’ (Laszlo, 2021; p. 19),  we argue that 

imagining and shaping not only our own futures but also the future of the world might be 

a powerful tool to kickstart action and might aid in solving “wicked social problems” 

(Gümüsay & Reinecke, 2022; Lönngren & van Poeck, 2021). This is rooted in the notion 

that people who imagine a better future (for themselves and/or the world) will have a 

more positive and optimistic mindset. This, in turn, will allow them to focus on the 

resources and opportunities available to them and actively take charge of things rather 

than being victims of current circumstances (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Branigan, 

2005; Schippers & Ziegler, 2019). Via the process of writing about specific goals and 

contributions, people can make in making the imagined future a reality, the chances 

increase that they actual act to bring about social change.  

These expectations are based partly on previous work which suggests that meaning in 

life can be positively impacted by targeted interventions (Kim et al., 2022; Ryff, 2014). 

For instance, meaning in life can be positively impacted if people reflect on “futures that 

matter” (i.e., engage in sensemaking in terms of possible and preferred futures), and are 

given an active role in shaping such futures (Whyte et al., 2022). Indeed, making sense 

of possible futures may be just as important as making sense of the past (Hernes & 

Schultz, 2020), and increasing attention has been devoted to understanding how the 

future can be shaped (Gümüsay & Reinecke, 2022).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language
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LFC was developed from a similar, more individual goal-related positive psychology 

intervention, that includes writing about the ideal future for one-self (Schippers et al., 

2020; Schippers & Ziegler, 2019). This life crafting intervention has three main elements 

that build on each other: finding a passion, making a concrete plan, and making it public 

(Schippers et al., 2020; see Figure 1). The first part entails a broad reflection on one’s 

values and passion, competencies, and habits. The second part becomes more specific, 

whereby, among other things, participants contrast their future life if they make no 

changes in their current life with their ideal future. As a next step, they formulate and 

prioritize specific goals, and create concrete goal attainment plans, to bring them closer 

to this ideal future. A final element is making these goals public and discussing them with 

others, to increase the chance of goal attainment (for a more elaborate review of life 

crafting, see Schippers & Ziegler, 2019).   

 

Figure 1: 3 P’s of finding purpose and meaning 

Building on this evidence and know-how to design positive psychology interventions, 

we outline a variant of this life crafting intervention – Letters to the future – in the next 

section. Letters to the future is focused on writing about the future of the world, instead 

of only focusing on one’s personal life. This intervention can be specifically useful in 
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world crisis situations, where people feel helpless and overwhelmed by large societal 

problems and are not aware of what their own impact on the situation can be. We expect 

that, in those situations, writing a letter to the future can play a role in buffering societal 

resilience in times of crises and encourage individuals to think about others, as well as 

restore personal resilience, well-being, and meaning in life.   

4. Letters to the future: A positive psychology intervention 

Many societal conditions are often accepted as a “given” and/or remain difficult to 

change. Indeed, even de ambitious SDGs have proven easier to formulate than to 

implement and attain (Gusmão Caiado et al., 2018; Van Tulder, 2018; Van Tulder & van 

Mil, 2022). Consequently, people have the idea that they can barely influence the fate of 

the world through their thinking, writing, and actions (cf. Reisch, 2017). Moreover, 

because people tend to find writing about an ideal world to be difficult, they give it little 

thought (cf. Reisch, 2017). Therefore, some authors have suggested that writing about 

how to make the world a better place should be part of students’ regular curriculum 

(Bomer & Bomer, 2001). Indeed, integrating writing about one’s personal future into the 

school curriculum has been linked to a variety of positive effects, such as increased health 

(King, 2001), optimism (Malouff & Schutte, 2017), a social impact (i.e., self-

transcendent) mindset, a sense of purpose (Hudig et al., 2022), as well as increased 

academic performance (Morisano et al., 2010; Schippers et al., 2020; Schippers et al., 

2015). Specifically, work by Hudig et al. (2022) among 748 first-year students showed 

that a social impact mindset, an individual's inclination to consider and prioritize the 

societal and environmental implications of their actions, decisions, and goals, is 

malleable and that 58% of the students changed their mindset during the first year of their 

studies following a goal setting (i.e., life crafting) intervention. Low-impact mindset 

students (i.e., students that were rather unclear about their motives for studying) that 

changed to a social impact mindset showed an increased purpose in life (Hudig et al., 

2022).  
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Figure 2: A screenprint of the online version of the “Letters to the future” challenge 

(https://ikigaitv.nl/letters-to-the-future-challenge/).  

Building on this knowledge, letters to the future (IkigaiTV, 2022; see Figure 2) is a 

positive psychology intervention aimed at promoting meaning in life and potentially 

inspiring societal change (Dyer, 2010; Westley et al., 2009) consisting of three parts: (a) 

passion – contrasting an ideal future world with a future that continues as usual; (b) plan 

– making concrete action plans to contribute to achieving this ideal future for the world, 

and (c) public – discussing these plans with others. The elements laid out in Table 1 below 

provide the context for developing a potentially effective “letters to the future” 

intervention which may inspire positive societal change initiatives and give people hope 

and purpose, increase well-being.  

5. Elements of Letters to the future intervention 

In the first part of the intervention, people are asked to contrast two possible futures by 

asking them to reflect on: (1) “what does the future look like if the current societal 
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behavior continues unchanged?”, and (2) “what is the ideal future if you can determine 

yourself how the future will look?” (see Table 1). In that sense, people are asked to 

mentally contrast an ideal future with a future where nothing changes. Helping people 

envisage a future for the world that is attractive and energizing is key in prompting actual 

(behavioral) change (Oettingen, 2012; Oettingen & Gollwitzer, 2010; Oettingen et al., 

2018). Indeed, by thinking about the consequences of not acting, the goal framing effect 

would predict that people are more likely to act (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981).  

In the second part of the intervention, after writing and reflecting on what the ideal future 

can look like, participants are asked to formulate and prioritize concrete goals, identify 

obstacles, and make plans on how to achieve those goals (elements 3, 4, and 5 in Table 

1). This part is equivalent to the strategy used in life crafting (Schippers & Ziegler, 2019) 

and goalsetting (Schippers et al., 2020) interventions, with the main difference being that 

the goals are about the ideal future world and not about the ideal self.  

The third and final step includes discussing the goals with others and trying to put these 

into concrete actions (element 6 in Table 1). It is important that people share their 

thoughts with others and make their convictions and goals known to the broader public 

(Hudson et al., 2018). This is likely to provide a sense of responsibility in pursuing these 

goals and it may also spark inspiration and a call to action for others. 

Elements Sub-

elements  

Tasks involved 

Step 1: 

Passion – 

contrasting 

an ideal 

future world 

with a future 

that 

a. Present and 

future world 

without any 

changes 

Keeping your ideal world in mind, reflect on the 

following questions: 

1. What does the current world look like and how 

does it influence people’s lives?  

2. What will the future (5-10 years ahead) look like 

if you and the forces around you don’t change, 

and humanity continues on its’ current 

trajectory? 
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continues as 

usual 
b. Ideal best 

possible 

world if there 

are no 

constraints  

Keeping your ideal world in mind, reflect on the 

following questions: 

1. Imagine what your ideal world would look like 

if there were no constraints. Envision an active 

role you would like to play to achieve this world.  

Contrast this with the writing in section 1.  

Step 2: Plan 

– making 

concrete 

action plans 

to achieve 

this ideal 

future. 

a. Specifying 

and 

formulating 

concrete 

goals 

Keeping your ideal world in mind, reflect on the 

following questions: 

2. What can you do in your direct environment, 

and outside of it? 

3. How can your knowledge and skills improve the 

world? 

4. How can (and will) you make a difference and 

create a positive ripple effect in the world? 

Write down concrete goals. 

b. Prioritize 

goals, goal 

attainment 

1. Prioritize the goals you came up with in the 

previous sub-step. 

2. Describe first steps, something that you can do 

today, in reaching these goals. 

c. Identifying 

and removing 

obstacles 

Identify and describe ways to overcome obstacles to 

your goal-achievement plans. Create “if-then” 

implementation intention plans. 

Step 3: 

Public – 

discussing 

a. Sharing 

your vision 

Establish a format to share your vision with the world, 

for example: 
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these plans 

with other 

and public 

commitment  

1. Communicate and discuss goals with friends 

and family 

2. Make a vision board and share on social media. 

3. Write a blog or make a film in which you explain 

your dreams. 

4. Publish via a “Letters to the future” channel 

(e.g., Great Citizens Movement, 2021) 

 

Table 1: Elements and description of a “letters to the future” intervention 

6. Pedagogical and institutional example: Letters to the Future in the context of 

a course 

The first author developed a course Positive Psychology for Coaching and Career Success, 

with the LFC as an integral part of this course. The course was developed as an elective for 

third-year bachelor students at the Rotterdam School of Management (RSM). RSM was one 

of the first business schools to adopt the UN agenda 2030 and the SDGs, and developed a 

MOOC around this theme, where the first author participated in with a goal-setting 

programme (Driving business toward the SDGs (https://www.eur.nl/en/course/mooc-driving-

business-towards-sustainable-development-goals).  

 

RSM states that its mission is to be a force for positive change in the world. For this, they are 

committed to the United Nation’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals as the framework for 

defining ‘positive change’ (https://www.rsm.nl/positive-change/sdgs/). 

 

The mission statement is currently as follows (What is the mission statement of the 

University? : Admissions & Orientation Support (rsm.nl)): 

“Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University is a force for positive change in the 

world. We help, educate and prepare students, academics and people in business to become 

critical, creative, caring and collaborative thinkers and doers. 

https://www.eur.nl/en/course/mooc-driving-business-towards-sustainable-development-goals
https://www.eur.nl/en/course/mooc-driving-business-towards-sustainable-development-goals
https://www.rsm.nl/positive-change/sdgs/
https://admissions-support.rsm.nl/support/solutions/articles/80000873230-what-is-the-mission-statement-of-the-university-
https://admissions-support.rsm.nl/support/solutions/articles/80000873230-what-is-the-mission-statement-of-the-university-
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We do this in our own operations – in research, education and engagement – and in our role 

as a thought leader in the worlds of business, research and education. 

 

• We have researched intelligent energy networks to bring sustainable energy a step 

closer; 

• We have initiated a goal-setting course that increases the engagement of our bachelor 

students; 

• We have established a mentoring scheme that seeks the best match for mentors and 

mentees among our alumni network and our students; 

• It’s already in our culture to consider how to make the change happen; it's in our 

forward thinking I WILL initiative.’ 

 

At RSM, since 2015 the vision of the business school has included the SDGs as an integral part 

of the schools’ mission and vision statement. Part of these initiatives include an SDG 

ambassador programme, SDG teaching cases, a MOOC, and an SDG escape room game.  

 

In the course developed by the first author, Positive Psychology for Coaching and Career 

Success, the letters to the future challenge represents an integral part of the course, with written 

assignments linked to the intervention. After the intervention and during the course, students 

write two assignments: an individual reflection assignment and a group assignment where they 

collaborate with a company of their choice to develop an implementation proposal based on 

the letters to the future challenge within the company. This implementation proposal is graded 

by the company as well as the teacher.  

 

In the individual reflection report, students are asked to critically reflect on how they 

experienced the letters to the future intervention, what developments they feel they made 

(or not), and relate these reflections back to the literature. For instance, they are expected 

to think about whether they reaped benefits from the intervention that were mentioned in 

the scientific literature, whether they experienced different effects than those expected 

based on prior research, or perhaps none at all. The developments and experiences 

https://www.rsm.nl/ecfeb/home/
https://www.rsm.nl/alumni/engage/rsm-mentorme/
https://www.rsm.nl/i-will/home/


20 

 

themselves are not graded, the shown ability to reflect on these and link these to the 

literature is vital for a good grade on this assignment.  

 

As part of the course, students are also asked to answer questions such as: Did the 

interventions help you in any way? What effect did the intervention have on you? What 

effect did each of these have on people in your surroundings and maybe society at large?  

Did you have similar effects as described in the literature? Or not (at all)? Do you have 

an idea why (or why not)? 

 

Educators intending to use the LFC may want to use this in combination with these 

assignments, or as a more stand-alone part of the course, without an assignment, as was 

done in the pilot which we ran in three different universities and we describe below. 

Adding a more explicit link to the SDGs can be done by asking students for each goal 

they formulate to which SDG this goal contributes. Students may also be made more 

aware of the existing reports regarding he SDGs and the why progress towards these 

goals is too slow and come up with solutions (e.g., via hackatons) on how to change 

this.  

7. Letters to the Future: Pilot within three universities 

We6 administered a LFC intervention to a subset of 732 first-year students at three higher 

educational institutes (universities) in the Netherlands. This was part of an effort to 

increase student engagement and student success, as well as a way to engage students 

with wicked societal problems. At all three universities, the letter to the future challenge 

was administered as part of a course (e.g., Professional Development. Positive 

Psychology for Coaching and Career Success). Students received the letter to the future 

intervention as part of a series of online interventions, such as life crafting, gratefulness 

diary and gratefulness letter. Students were asked to fill out the interventions throughout 

the academic year, and a “letter to the future” was written during that year. Before the 

 

6 This study was run jointly by the first and the second author of the paper. 
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start of the study, students were sent an informed consent, asking whether their answers 

can be used for research purposes. Ethics committee approval was also obtained before 

the start of the study.  

For each sub-element described in Table 1, below we present a few examples of what the 

students wrote, except for sub-element 3a, which consisted of ideas that students had to 

execute in real life (e.g., writing a blog or making a video) that we were unable to collect 

responses to or follow-up in real life. Following we present a word-cloud analyses that 

gives more insights in the kind of problems students aim to contribute to.  

Element 1a: Present and future world without any changes 

Below we present excerpts from two students who participated in writing a letter to the 

future. As the texts indicate, participants did indeed engage in free thinking about how 

the present and the future world (business as usual) would look like – it is clear from the 

texts that both participants here express concerns about different problems and the 

potentially negative effects they might have. 

Example Student 1: “Some positive aspects are that we're thinking more about the 

environment and where it is heading, however, we're not doing enough about it. I think if 

we don't work on it faster, it will have a really bad impact on our lives.” 

Example Student 2: “If nothing changes in the next couple of years, I think that 

technology will be greatly improved. This may lead to some medical and or 

environmental breakthroughs. On the other hand, with the current global warming issue 

and the climate goals which haven't been reached the technological advances may not 

be sufficient to sustain the way of living that we do today. I think that our social life will 

be almost the same. The freedom of thinking and acting will not change, simply because 

our government can't agree on anything.” 

Element 1b: Ideal Future (Ideal best possible world if there are no constraints) 

The texts below are excerpts of reflection on sub-element 2b of the letters to the future 

intervention where participants were asked to envision an ideal best world. It is clear 

from the texts once again that these students envision various realities of what the world 
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might look like, for example, a world with collective action or one where people engage 

in better (healthy) lifestyles. 

Example Student 1: “In my ideal future, all power is green, and there will be enough for 

all countries. All public transport is free and cars are CO2 neutral. All countries are in 

an alliance and there is no war.” 

Example Student 2: “In my ideal future, everyone should have to work unless it's not 

possible. It doesn't matter what they do, if they contribute to the society. I hope that the 

housing problem will diminish and that our government can find a way to welcome 

foreigners and refugees whilst still providing a good housing market for starters. 

Furthermore, I hope that the world leaders stop thinking about what's good for them, but 

what's good for the world. They should start prioritizing our future instead of power. 

Moreover, women should be equally paid. Men should be aware of the (physical) 

boundaries women may encounter during the day. What I am willing to do for this is work 

hard and be an example for other people.” 

Element 2a-2c: Specifying and formulating concrete goals 

In this element, as discussed before, participants were asked to develop and set their own 

concrete goals while reflecting on their barriers to achieving them. The excerpts below 

suggest once again that students were quite open to think about different possibilities and 

create different implementation intention plans. 

Example Student 1: “I would want to help making improvements to our climate. Learn 

as much as possible, also from other cultures.” 

Example Student 2: “I will smile more and be more aware of how I act around people. 

People can be grumpy and with just smiling or making a nice comment it can brighten 

someone's day. When people still act grumpy, I will try to not be sad about it and just go 

on with my day.” 

The reactions of students differed in how concrete they were, as was also noted in earlier 

research working with similar goals (Schippers et al., 2020). Below, we comment on the 
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kind of goals and common denominators in the kind of goals students aim to contribute 

to. 

7.1 World cloud overview  

A word cloud analysis of the entire content of "Letters to the future" responses, 

constituting 114,898 words, was conducted with a minimum phrase appearance limit set 

to 10. Common English words, such as "can't" and " don't", were removed. The image 

generated can be seen in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: A word cloud of the answers to the intervention 

Word Cloud Overview 

Prominent themes include aspirations for an "ideal world" (124 mentions) and awareness 

of "climate change" (122 mentions), highlighting a strong desire for a better future and 

environmental consciousness. Students critically reflect on the "current situation" (100 

mentions), providing a basis for envisioning improvements. Social dynamics are evident 

with mentions of "social media" (89 mentions) and the impact of digital connectivity. 
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Students acknowledge both "positive aspects" (67 mentions) and "negative aspects" (52 

mentions) of societal change, aiming for a balanced perspective. Practical steps toward 

change are suggested by phrases like "first step" (69 mentions) and "can make" (43 

mentions), showing a proactive attitude. Personal well-being and resilience are also 

significant, with references to "mental health" (32 mentions) and "help people" (35 

mentions), linking individual and collective well-being. Environmental sustainability is 

emphasized through terms like "renewable energy" (16 mentions) and "sustainable 

practices" (21 mentions), aligning with climate change awareness. Overall, the word 

cloud reflects students' deep-seated concern for environmental and social issues, a 

proactive mindset, and a belief in collective efforts to create a better world. 

7.2. How does it work? 

The excerpts above show that students were thoughtful during the intervention, as was 

also noticed before in a similar life crafting intervention (Schippers et al., 2020). They 

also suggest that many students were thinking of the wicked world and societal problems 

and were willing to act to solve many of these issues. In spontaneous conversations the 

first author had after some of the lectures, students mentioned that this gave them a sense 

of power, as they felt powerless before. Some also mentioned that they had a feeling of 

‘learned helplessness’, which they were able to overcome in writing about concrete 

actions.  

At this stage, it is important to understand how this intervention can change people’s 

mindset, not only from powerless to being able to act, but from a scarcity to an abundance 

mindset. We posit that a letter to the future intervention enables people to shift from a 

scarcity to an abundance mindset (Chung et al., 2019). In other words, the intervention 

could shift people’s mindset from the idea that resources are limited, and we need to 

regulate their use (i.e., a scarcity mindset), to a mindset in which the idea is that there are 

enough resources for everyone and that giving will create abundance for everyone via a 

process of reciprocity (Chung et al., 2019). At the same time, combining an abundance 

mindset with a mindset of goals and goal-directed behavior can increase the chances of 

sharing resources, be it time, money or skills to make the world a better place. We discuss 

this more in the next section. 
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8. Scarcity versus abundance mindset: How and why letters to the future can create 

an abundance mindset 

People tend to see resources as scarce and, in many instances, this is indeed the case (Li 

et al., 2023), be it a on a societal level, for instance, due to crop failure, or at the individual 

or group level when inequalities are high. Historically, as is accounted in many history 

books and even the Bible, times of abundance and times of scarcity alternate (Barbier, 

2010). On a personal level, a lack of resources may be related to unhappiness and 

frustration, while at a societal level this may lead to conflicts and social problems 

(Krishnan, 2022), especially when inequalities are high or on the rise (Schippers et al., 

2022). While objective scarcity is a fact of life, the way people perceive and deal with 

scarcity or abundance makes a lot of difference in terms of behavior (Shaheen et al., 

2023). Self-directed and pro-self behavior is more common under a scarcity mindset, as 

the attention is directed at the scarce resource and how to obtain it (Huijsmans, 2022). 

Prosocial and self-transcendent behavior are more common under conditions of an 

abundance mindset  (Huijsmans, 2022). 

Perceptions of scarcity influence people’s day-to-day decisions; for instance, the idea that 

there was a scarcity of toilet paper during the COVID-19 crisis led to a surge in panic 

buying (Li et al., 2023). The mindset or fear of scarcity in this case created actual scarcity, 

as people would buy a lot of the items they thought were scarce, leaving hardly any items 

for other customers (Prentice et al., 2022) Moreover, these scarcity perceptions have a 

range of effects on people’s cognitions and behavior; for instance, they have been shown 

to increase anxiety and fear (Islam et al., 2021), often leading to attempts to regain control 

such as panic buying (Ma & Liao, 2022; Omar et al., 2021; Prentice et al., 2022). 

Stockpiling is also more commonly observed as a reaction to possible shortages (Garbe 

et al., 2020; Micalizzi et al., 2021). A scarcity mindset can emerge if people perceive an 

actual or imagined shortage of resources (Shah et al., 2012). Research also indicates that 

people with a scarcity mindset tend to experience negative emotions, have less executive 

control (Shah et al., 2012), exhibit increased antisocial behavior (Chang et al., 2022) and 

less ethical behavior due to a self-centered bias (Haderlie Jr & Lee, 2022). These 

behaviors may be due to reduced feelings of empathy, because of self-centeredness’ and 

a focus on scarce resources (Li et al., 2023). At the same time, people high on empathy 
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are more likely to share scarce resources (Cui et al., 2022). According to Shah et al. 

(2012; p. 682): “Resource scarcity creates its’ own mindset, changing how people look 

at problems and make decisions”. Scarcity then leads to a focus on the area of scarcity 

(e.g., food, time, health) and may create behaviors, such as borrowing money against 

high-interest rates, or asking extension for deadlines, without sufficient attention as to 

whether the benefits outweigh the costs and leading to constant financial or time juggling 

(Shah et al., 2012).  

Prior research shows that social marketing campaigns aimed at reducing wasteful 

behaviors by highlighting the severity of scarcity may have the opposite effect of 

customers becoming more selfish, experiencing less anticipated guilt of wasting 

resources and increasing rather than reducing the amount of resources used (Tang et al., 

2022). Instead of demonstrating the severity of scarcity to reduce wasteful behaviors, a 

more effective approach seems to be an intervention that ensures reflection on 

environmentally related choices (Tang et al., 2022). Interventions that make sure people 

shift their mindset from a scarcity to an abundance one may be helpful not only on an 

individual level, but also on a group and societal level (Putnam-Walkerly, 2021; Threet 

et al., 2022).  This shift occurs as participants move from merely contemplating potential 

futures to actively planning and committing to their envisioned goals. By envisioning a 

positive future and considering the steps needed to achieve it, individuals are more likely 

to adopt an abundance mindset, characterized by a focus on growth, opportunity, and 

resourcefulness. 

As the LFC intervention explicitly asks participants to explore all paths toward achieving 

their goals, creativity, and energy may be enhanced, and creative solutions for wicked 

problems are likely to be proposed and implemented. As the first part of the intervention 

increases a dreamlike state, where people can fantasize about the ideal world, one can 

state that the first part relates to free thinking and writing, whereas the second part 

narrows down towards ideas and goals that need to be written down, together with a 

detailed plan to implement those goals. One could thus argue that participants move from 

a deliberative to an implemental mindset (Gollwitzer & Keller, 2016).  In a deliberative 

mindset, many solutions are being considered, and pros and cons are being weighed, 

while in an implemental mindset, goal achievement plans are made and the goals 
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themselves are hardly questioned (Gollwitzer & Schaal, 1998). Research on construal 

level theory (the relation between abstract versus concrete thinking and psychological 

distance, such as close in time or further ahead), showed that concrete (close in time) 

versus abstract (imagining a distant future) goals made a difference in terms of problem-

solving: a distal perspective was shown on the one hand, to improve creative problem 

solving of abstract problems, while on the other hand it seemed to undermine analytical 

problem-solving (Förster et al., 2004).  

 

9. Abundance mindset, positive emotions, and self-transcendent mindset and 

behavior  

Prior research showing a relation between an abundance mindset and positive emotions 

is scarce. Some authors claim that an abundance mindset is related to positive emotions 

and these, in turn, are related to self-transcendence (Van Cappellen & Rimé, 2013). Self-

transcendence is characterized by a state of mind in which people see themselves and the 

world in a way that is beyond ego identity (Erikson & Erikson, 1998) and a heightened 

sense of meaning and connectedness with others and the world (Frankl, 1985). Emotions 

that are seen as self-transcendent are elevation, compassion, admiration, gratitude, love, 

and awe, and these can activate the care for others (Van Cappellen & Rimé, 2013). 

Appeals to self-transcendent emotions are at the core of spirituality and religion (Van 

Cappellen et al., 2013), and self-transcendence is related to positive emotions, prosocial 

motivations, and well-being (Wong, 2014), as well as to the experience of meaning in 

life (Schippers & Ziegler, 2019; Wong et al., 2021). The main value of the Letters to the 

future intervention may then lie in the fact that first a self-transcendence or meaning 

mindset is created, in which abundance seems natural, followed by an implementation 

mindset, to not only follow up on a fleeting feeling of happiness when people self-

transcend (e.g., giving to the poor) but to strategically build a life around self-

transcendence with a clear direction and goal plan (cf. Schippers et al., 2020; Worth & 

Smith, 2021). As it has been shown that mindsets are malleable (Hudig et al., 2022; Ortiz 

Alvarado et al., 2019), this holds great promise, especially if the intervention would show 
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to be related to a change from a low or self-impact mindset to a more self-transcendent 

social impact mindset (Hudig et al., 2022). 

10. Effects of the intervention 

In general, it has been shown that positive psychology interventions enhance well-being 

and decrease depressive symptoms (for a meta-analysis see Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). 

Other research has suggested that these interventions enhance performance, while 

diminishing stress and burn-out, as well as anxiety (for a review see Meyers et al., 2012). 

Moreover, prior research suggests that interventions that are aimed at harnessing post-

crisis opportunities, like being forced to rebuild personal and societal life, are particularly 

helpful in restoring collaborative resilience and strengthening a common desired future 

(Goldstein, 2012). It is thus likely that self-transcendence and an abundance mindset are 

also triggered by this intervention, however, future research should measure if this is 

indeed the case. This research could for instance measure both before and after the 

intervention and see if there is an increase in both, as opposed to the control group.  

Importantly, although different authors have discussed how positive change could be 

brought about by relatively small interventions (Pipher, 2007; Wilson et al., 2019; 

Wilson, 2011), evidence-based or evidence-informed large-scale interventions at making 

individuals’ lives and the world a better place seem to be lacking. This seems to especially 

be the case when it comes to interventions that could be added to the toolkit of educators 

and educational institutions subscribing to the ideals of responsible management 

education (RME).  Therefore, informed by positive psychology theoretical frameworks 

and interventions such as life crafting, we have proposed a future crafting intervention 

‘letters to the future’ based on the following elements 1) describing the present and future 

world when nothing changes 2) writing about the ideal future for the world 3) specify 

concrete goals 4) prioritize concrete goals 5) planning 6) shared vision. Importantly, this 

intervention is short, can be run online, cost-effective and can be easily scaled up. It is 

also important to see which groups can profit most from such an intervention and to 

implement it in such a way, that maximum results can be achieved (cf. Dekker et al., 

2021). Besides that, it is important to not only assess the impact of the intervention with 

respect to individual meaning and well-being, but also the dynamic nature and wider 
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impact of a system change efforts that may result from wide-spread use of such an 

intervention. A relative new approach is Ripple Effects Mapping (REM), a qualitative 

participatory method that can capture the wider impact of interventions (Nobles et al., 

2022). The main question answered by visually mapping the program activities and 

impacts along a timeline, is to evaluate the effects of complex interventions aimed at 

changing complex systems, using appreciative inquiry, a participatory approach as well 

as interactive group interview and reflection, and finally mind mapping to visualize the 

impacts  (Chazdon et al., 2017; Nobles et al., 2022). New analytical methods, such as 

computational linguistic tools for multilingual and multidimensional text analyses (e.g., 

Linders & Louwerse, 2024) can be used to link topics students choose to contribute to 

SDGs and, if many people take part in those letters, also to actual societal change. 

Combined with other qualitative and quantitative analyses, the impact of using letters to 

the future as a way to change societal impact can be assessed.  

11. Discussion 

As many business schools have embraced the SDGs in the curriculum and strategy, an 

important challenge is to (a) engage students with the SDGs, and (b) actively involve 

many people in trying to solve wicked (societal) problems (Russo et al., 2023).  

Importantly, the most recent report on SDG progress concluded that:  

‘.. with just six years remaining, current progress falls far short of what is required to 

meet the SDGs. Without massive investment and scaled up action, the achievement of the 

SDGs — the blueprint for a more resilient and prosperous world and the roadmap out of 

current global crises — will remain elusive. The lingering impacts of the COVID-19 

pandemic, escalating conflicts, geopolitical tensions and growing climate chaos have 

severely hindered progress.’   (Press Release | With less than one fifth of targets on track, 

world is failing to deliver on promise of the Sustainable Development Goals, warns new 

UN report - United Nations Sustainable Development ). 

Current interventions often fall short in instilling concrete and actionable goals that 

students commit to. This calls for an intervention that encourages students to reflect on 

their contribution to those SDGs. In this paper, we have outlined the basic elements for 

designing a new kind of tool for management education: Letters to the future challenge. 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2024/06/press-release-sdg-report-2024/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2024/06/press-release-sdg-report-2024/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2024/06/press-release-sdg-report-2024/
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The letter to the future intervention as outlined here encourages people to reflect openly 

on the current state of the world and a future that would evolve in this business-as-usual 

scenario, and then compare it with their ideal future world.  

Following this deliberative stage, the intervention prompts people to define their own 

goals to contribute to creating this ideal world and subsequently devise implementation-

intention plans to achieve their goals before discussing them with other people and acting 

on them. In this way, we argue, these writing interventions can be instrumental not only 

in restoring or increasing a sense of autonomy and agency but can also have ripple effects 

in terms of positive actions that people intend to take to bring about a more ideal world. 

At the same time, they can improve one’s own well-being and provide people with the 

resilience that is needed to face the global crises we increasingly find ourselves in. These 

interventions build on evidence from positive psychology that shifting people from a 

scarcity to an abundance mindset, when prompted to think openly, can foster a better 

sense of self-control, which builds human agency. They draw on insights from the design 

of life-crafting interventions which have been shown to work in effectuating positive 

behavior change. 

It has become clear that many of the goals in the Agenda 2030 are not being met 

(Kopnina, 2020), and that for many of the goals there is even talk of regression, such as 

an increase in hunger and inequalities (https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2024/; (James 

Stephen & Ponnam, 2024). In order to address these challenges, it is important to not 

only have governmental initiatives, but also grassroots initiatives, as well an overarching 

tool that can facilitate the formulation and enactment of concrete goals for individuals 

and groups (Lee et al, 2023). 

Letters to the future are increasingly being used in behavioral science to improve pro-

social outcomes, such as climate action behaviors (Vlasceanu et al., 2024). These 

interventions have the potential to broaden the toolkit of educators, adding to its richness 

and diversity. They also closely relate to many ongoing developments and discussions in 

this field. For example, letters to the future are motivated by the need to build and 

reinforce human agency and autonomy, particularly to empower people to become more 

resilient in dealing with challenging situations which require sustained behavior change. 

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2024/


31 

 

This resonates with the growing proposition in behavioural public policy to build more 

agency in behaviour change strategies and interventions (see Banerjee et al., 2024; Dold 

& Lewis, 2023), and with the call for more actionable interventions in management 

education (Weybrecht, 2022). Letters to the future also join a wider group of agency-

enhancing interventions that have been proposed in Management Education recently. For 

example, they can prompt open deliberation which makes them comparable to think-style 

interventions (John et al., 2013), which when combined with nudges, can help designing 

nudge+ strategies (Banerjee et al., 2024). Similarly, the implementational element of 

devising one’s own goals before formulating clear “if-then” implementation-intention 

plans make these interventions also comparable to some motivational long-term boosts 

(Hertwig, 2017). Akin to boosting strategies, which are designed to improve human 

capabilities and skillsets, letters to the future empower people to design personal goals 

and plans to contribute to their idea of an ideal future for the world and themselves. In 

many ways, these letter writing interventions capture the best of many of these existing 

toolkits, thereby enriching the conceptual pluralism of educational positive psychology 

interventions. At the same time, the letter can be combined with collective intelligence 

systems, supporting problem analysis and solution design for wicked problems (e.g., 

(Elia & Margherita, 2018).  

We believe letters to the future can be made scalable and can be used by many educational 

institutions at the same time, for instance, by adding it to online educational platforms 

such as Canvas or Moodle as well as to the curriculum. We suggest that using technology 

can assist in the delivery of the intervention. For example, a chatbot could probe 

participants more on reasons for the goals formulated, as well as make sure people reflect 

deeper on the chosen goals which may potentially enhance goal commitment (Dekker et 

al., 2020). By writing about the ideal world and making concrete plans to change it via 

everyday actions, it may be possible to bring an ideal future as well as overall mental 

health and well-being a bit closer, one step at a time. At the same time, they may 

constitute a bottom-up approach on realizing the SDGs. While these interventions have 

clear advantages, nonetheless, they can also impose a higher cognitive demand and time 

commitment than most traditional “nudge” style interventions. This trade-off needs to be 
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assessed in future tests to carefully weigh out the costs and benefits of implementing 

them. 

12. Conclusion 

Letters to the future challenge (LFC) offer a new way to initiate positive and sustained 

behavior change, especially when built into the educational curriculum. While it is a 

promising new toolkit, there remains much to be learnt about its design and effectiveness. 

The next step, therefore, would be to test more widely the potential benefits of LFC 

amongst the broader public – some tests of it are already underway – and to 

systematically compare it with other toolkits of Positive Psychology. There are many 

factors which can affect their effectiveness and delivery, which also remain to be 

investigated further. For example, prior research has also shown that the format, duration, 

and timing of interventions are important factors in determining their effectiveness (Sin 

& Lyubomirsky, 2009). We also note that a combination of different positive psychology 

interventions may enhance their potential positive effects (Morisano et al., 2010; 

Vancouver & Day, 2005). Combining it with collective intelligence systems and 

community-based approaches may enhance its effectiveness in actual work on SDGs. 

There is a need to understand these synergies between different interventions as well. 

Finally, these interventions are designed to initiate better goals and intentions – it is 

necessary to validate whether these intentions translate into actual behaviors and to 

investigate the persistence in their effects. Despite many of these unknowns, we are 

hopeful that LFC can become an effective intervention in the toolkit of educational 

professional in the field of management and others fields. We call on educators, 

researchers and practitioners to use these interventions more widely to produce evidence-

based educational and policy insights that will ultimately enable us to refine their design 

and delivery in the future.  
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