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This paper presents an original study grounded in narrative and existential approaches
to human development. The study aimed to identify strategies individuals used to
balance the losses and gains experienced during the first wave of the COVID-19
pandemic, as represented in diaries. A repository of 60 personal documents underwent
multifaceted semantic analysis, which examined content, form, and meaning-making
levels. This analysis was guided by categories developed in two original Coding
Sheets. As a result, two distinct types of diaries were identified: Survival Diaries (S-
D), featuring references to pure growth and Growth Diaries (G-D). The G-D set was
further divided into two subtypes: Compulsive Growth Diaries (G-D-C) and
Texistence Growth Diaries (G-D-T). The primary distinction between authors of S-D
and G-D lies in their experience of loss-waiting versus liberation-opening, which
depends on the positive or negative evaluation of the pandemic and their openness to
new, uncertain events. The more detailed components of this distinction include: (a)
self-reflection; (b) narrative competencies; and (c) commitment to personal projects.
The differentiation between G-D-C and G-D-T was established based on: (a) private
concepts of development (media-mediated versus highly personalised); (b) ergodic
persistence in deepened intertextual storying experiences; and (c) existential saturation
of textualised experiences.
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INTRODUCTION

And perhaps those who argue that to fully understand the pandemic,

we must wait and observe it from a distance, are correct.

Yet, if anyone wishes to delve into the state of our minds during the first lockdown,
they will need to turn to the direct records from those days

(T. Gregorczyk, 2020)

Trapped in the tomb of Maslow’s pyramid [of needs] ...
(W. Butewicz, 2020)

INTRODUCTION

One of the primary challenges in narrating the COVID-19 pandemic,
both at an individual and collective level, stems from the absence of clear narrative
structures into which this unprecedented experience could be meaningfully
incorporated. Historical analyses indicate that global scourges repeatedly take
societies by surprise (Taleb, 2020), while also demonstrating a remarkably
consistent failure to inspire reflection or learning once they have passed (Czaplinski
& Bednarek, 2022)._For instance, in 2017, the world’s largest library catalogue,
WorldCat, contained approximately 80,000 books (published in over 40 languages)
about the First World War, compared with a mere 400 books (published in five
languages) devoted to the Spanish flu. Ivan Krastev (2020, pp. 12—13) poses the
question:

How can it be that an epidemic that killed at least five times more
people than died in the First World War has resulted in 200 times
fewer books? Why do we remember wars and revolutions but
forget pandemics, even though the latter change our economies,
politics, societies [ ...] just as fundamentally?

Even today, interpretative insights point to the difficulty of
constructing a sufficiently coherent narrative framework for the pandemic and
transforming it into a compelling story. This difficulty is closely linked to the
pandemic’s processual nature, its indeterminate trajectory, and its unique anti-
finality and lack of closure. The Aristotelian understanding of narratives as
having beginnings, middles, and ends seems entirely inapplicable here. The
open-ended nature of epidemics has even been likened to a series on a streaming
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service, “[...] where the end of one season signifies only a brief pause before
the next” (Szewczyk, 2023, p. 45).

In the process of coming to terms with the pandemic experience, the
frameworks of historical collective memory have also proven inadequate. For
example, the metaphorical militarisation of the COVID-19 pandemic, which in
Poland was likened to the twentieth-century front-line struggle against external
occupation and the repressive nature of communist rule (Gtowacka et al., 2022),
which was similar to Irish comparisons with the civil war that ended a century ago
(Sobo & Drazkiewicz, 2021), only intensified the paradoxical nature of its
contemporary reception. Efforts to operate within this military cognitive framework
heightened feelings of absurdity and helplessness, as it demanded active
mobilisation (defence and combat) while simultaneously advocating passivity:
“Stay at home™/ “If you love, don’t visit!”. Despite these challenges, almost
everyone attempted to narrate the pandemic in real time — politicians, scientists,
doctors, restaurateurs, and hairdressers. The pandemic’s initial months also sparked
an explosion of personal document literature, later described as a virtually
unmanageable “pandemic of pandemic archives” (Wilkowski, 2020). Non-fiction
pandemic literature assumed diverse forms, including journalistic accounts and
event records, self-therapeutic confessions, and meta-reflective vivisections of the
language used to describe the pandemic (Gregorczyk, 2020). Narratives written
from within the pandemic experience were also commissioned through numerous
research and literary competitions,' which offered a variety of forms for expressing
and documenting contemporary experiences (a detailed overview of competitions
announced in Poland is available in the article written by Tokarska & Ruczaj, 2023).

Empirical psychological research conducted at the outset of the lock-
down primarily focused on reconstructing strategies for coping with an
unprecedented and challenging situation (Gerhold, 2020; Wasil, 2021), including
methods of attributing meaning to it (Barni et al., 2020; Cipoletta & Ortu, 2021).

! Among the many English-language competitions, notable examples include: the
Pandemic Journalling Project (University of Connecticut & Brown University); the Cal State LA
Pandemic Diaries Project (California State University, Los Angeles); HISTORY NOW: The
Pandemic Diaries Project (New York Public Library); the Lock-down Diaries (Melbourne,
Australia); Pandemic Diaries (Peter Greenberg); Pandemic Diaries: Making Sense of Things
(American Ethnologists Society); The Pandemic Diaries (Wellesley Magazine, MA); (Passager
Journal & Press, Balitimore); CBS Pandemic Diaries (Canadian Broadcast Series);
Coronavirus/COVID-19 Pandemic Crisis: Document Your Story (Write State University Libraries);
the Walter Havighurst Collections & University Archives; Documenting life during Covid-19
(William & Mary Libraries Documental  Archive, Williamsburg); see  also:
https://libraries.wm.edu/special-collections-research-center/collections/documenting-life-during-
covid-19.
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Incorporating a narrative context further drew researchers’ attention to the ways in
which this novel biographical episode was integrated into ongoing self-narratives
(Milner & Echterling, 2021; Venuelo et al., 2020). Over time, interest in the
narrative metabolisation of experience expanded to consider the role of memories
from this period within lifelong autobiographical narratives, raising questions such
as, “What is at the centre of your Coronavirus tale?” (Allan, 2020). The process of
learning from and through the pandemic was also investigated (Czaplinski &
Bednarek, 2021; Raper, 2021), with the findings translated into a limited number
of guides on how to facilitate this process (Arora & Arora, 2021). At present,
interest in the pandemic has shifted to other pressing global crises of a political and
environmental nature. Its apparent fading into oblivion aligns with the
aforementioned historical cycle, which does not seem to have been enriched by
significant new insights:

My journal bears witness to the fact that we are going round in
circles on a Ferris wheel in a not-so-merry-go-round, making
the same mistakes. Of course, 1'd prefer history to throw us a
lifebuoy, but alas. Alas (Butewicz, 2020, p. 9).

Initial hopes for a radical transformation of the late-capitalist global
socio-economic order are now regarded by analysts as unfulfilled (Bendyk, 2020;
Czaplinski & Bednarek, 2021; Raphael & Schneider, 2023, among others):

From a historical perspective, this potentially monumental
civilisational process [ ...] proved to be neither monumental nor
civilisational (Glowacka et al., 2022, p. 278).

Moreover, numerous internal fractures and inequalities — evident before
the pandemic — became more pronounced and intensified, fuelling successive (non-
biological) pandemics of exclusion, poverty, and loneliness (Glowacka et al., 2022;
Tarnowska, 2022; Zizek, 2021). This article contributes to the ongoing discourse
by exploring selected aspects of developmental processes that unfolded during the
pandemic at narrower, local, and individual levels.

DESIGN AND METHOD

The aim of this study is to identify, within diaristic narratives, the
individual experiences of authors along a continuum from survival to growth. These
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categories were selected based on the model proposed by M. Stras-Romanowska
(2005; see Table 1), in a manner analogous to the “hierarchy of needs” developed
and later revised by A. Maslow. This framework accounts not only for levels of
human development that extend beyond mere “survival,” but also for those that rise
above “self-actualisation,” encompassing the higher potentials of human growth,
most notably, self-transcendence.

Table 1. Functioning and Existing: Psychological Levels and Realms of
Human Development

SPIRITUAL REALM
— autotranscendence
PERSONAL LEVEL

(existing)

SUBJECTIVE REALM
— self-actualisation
— existential adaptation

PSYCHOSOCIAL REALM
— social adaptation
NATURALISTIC LEVEL

(functioning)

PSYCHOPHYSICAL REALM
— survival

Note. Own elaboration, adapted from Stras-Romanowska, 2005

The research examines participants’ readiness, at the outset of the
pandemic, to address holistically defined, lifelong developmental tasks situated at
both the levels of functioning (survival and social adaptation) and existing (self-
actualisation and self-transcendence) in human development.

It is posited that the pandemic automatically enforced the execution of
tasks at the naturalistic level, whereas references to the personal level were
activated depending on more individualised circumstances. Determining the extent
of subsequent fulfilment of the potentials observed during the pandemic lies beyond
the scope of this study. Nevertheless, the findings provide one of many possible
descriptions of individual approaches to managing a global, unprecedented, and
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challenging situation, and they focus on the balance between its constraints and
perceived opportunities (losses and gains). The early stages of the COVID-19
pandemic triggered, on a large scale, existential ultimate concerns (Yalom, 2008),
such as fear of death, isolation, and questions of freedom and meaning. These
concerns were recognised as a manifestation of a boundary situation (Jaspers, 1951,
p. 20), described as:

[...] situation which we cannot evade or change. Along with
wonder and doubt, awareness of these [...] situations is the
more profound source of philosophy. [...] We react [to them]
either by obfuscation or, if we really apprehend them, by despair
and rebirth: we become ourselves by a change in our
consciousness of being.

By design, such circumstances disrupt basal psychophysical
equilibrium, inauthentic identifications, and social bonds, and compel
individuals to seek new ways of understanding and communicating (Grieder,
2009). The initial stages of the COVID-19 pandemic were thus recognised as
fulfilling the threshold conditions of boundary situations at a collective level,?
albeit identifiable only on an individual basis. The author of one diary,
responding to the self-posed question, “Where are you spending quarantine?”’
writes: “Trapped in the tomb of Maslow’s pyramid [of needs...]” (Butewicz,
2020, p. 22). An analysis of narratives from the early days of the pandemic
reveals a cyclical tension between the necessity of fulfilling basic adaptive needs
and an intuitive ability, or aspiration to, transcend them.

This discussion particularly highlights the role of narrative strategies in
processing individual experiences. According to the strong definition of narrative
(Biatkowski, 2015), narrative strategies for understanding life (Bruner, 1991) form
a crucial component of the comprehensive process of constructing the reality of
one’s life (Trzebinski, 2002). These strategies significantly influence the efficacy
of'this process and one’s subjective sense of quality of life. Access to self-narratives
from the early stages of the pandemic is therefore regarded as empirically valuable,
as it offers insights into selected strategies and the conditions necessary for
harnessing the developmental potential of extraordinary and challenging situations.

2 “[...] when the whole society is facing a sudden event — sudden invasion, natural
disaster, a plague — where social distinctions and normal hierarchy disappear” (Barfield, 1997, see
also: The Black Swan concept by Taleb, 2020).
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This is particularly significant within the unified context of a natural psychological
experiment — COVID-19.

This paper presents the second part of an original two-step study
grounded in narrative and existential approaches. The study aims to identify
strategies people used to cope with (Step 1)} and potentially grow from (Step II)
their experiences during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic.

During the first phase of the research (Tokarska & Ruczaj, 2023), 30
psychology students from Poland participated in an original structured written
disclosure procedure. Over the course of one month, they documented their self-
observations in Pan-Diaries. These personal documents underwent a multifaceted
semantic analysis (examining content, form, and meaning-making), based on
categories outlined in an original Coding Sheet. The categorisation system
developed for this study was constructed in dialogue with established theoretical
frameworks, empirical research by other scholars, and best practices from applied
psychology. The principal traditions informing this framework include: narrative
psychology (at the level of life stories, categories such as plots, protagonists, allo-
/ipsocentric orientation, defensive versus proactive stances, and the complete self-
narrative structure); polyphonic and dialogical approaches to mental health (e.g.
points of view); the psychology of time (temporal perspectives); and life span
psychology, which integrates both personal and existential dimensions (e.g.
biographical competence, life lessons, meaning-making, and spirituality).

The study employed a combination of deductive and inductive
procedures. Deductively, it accounted for the manifestations of survival and growth
along a continuum, without positing specific hypotheses. Inductively, trained
coders — working within a hermeneutic framework — read all analysed texts multiple
times to identify preliminary categories (recurring or unique) for further
examination. Thus, the categories of survival and growth appear in the study both
as conceptual anchors and as descriptors of the observed continuum of responses.
Crucially, the analysis yielded a more nuanced understanding of “growth” than
originally anticipated, as evidenced by the identification of two distinct subtypes of
Growth Diaries.

3 1 would like to express my sincere gratitude to Dr Joanna Ruczaj of the Institute of
Psychology at the University of Krakow (UKEN), Poland, for her dedicated collaboration during
the implementation of the first phase of the Pandemic Diaries project. The opening section of the
article presents the findings of our joint research and therefore adopts the authorial "we". The shift
to the authorial "I" occurs in the subsequent sections, where I report on my independently conducted
study.
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As a result, two distinct and unequally represented subsets were
identified: Survival Diaries (S-D) and Growth Diaries (G-D). The findings
corroborate reports from other researchers regarding the predominance of
avoidance and/or task-oriented responses during the first wave of the COVID-19
pandemic (Lukianow et al., 2020; Nowakowska, 2021). In parallel, the results
highlight the limited competencies of the authors of Pan-Diaries in differentiating
their internal psychological states, and a relatively low level of emotional control
and flexibility in metabolising narrative experiences (Tokarska & Ruczaj, 2023).
However, the most intriguing result of the study was a notable resistance to making
the most of the developmental potential that transcends survival and social
adaptation tasks. The trained coders identified significant differences in almost
every dimension of their analysis between one particular diary and the remaining
29. The disparities in content, structure, and meaning-making processes between
these two extremely unequal subsets (S-D and G-D) were highly pronounced.
Consequently, this specific diary was given the working title The Growth Diary-1
(G-D-1). This prompted an idiographic/nomothetic methodological dilemma:
“Does one swallow make a spring?”

The unique characteristics of G-D-1 inspired further investigation,
leading me to explore an unplanned avenue of research. In collaboration with two
newly trained coders, I conducted a comparative analysis of the original 30 diaries
and additional 30 diaries that were published in the Polish public domain, marked
in References by (*). These publicly available diaries were submitted as part of
sociological or literary competitions for pandemic diaries held during a similar time
frame (April-June 2020). Aware of the demographic differences and variations in
narrative stimuli that shaped these two subsets of diaries, [ sought to determine how
unique G-D-1 truly was, particularly given its highly developed content and form,
and its abundance of growth markers.

Incorporating characteristics that distinguish the author of G-D-1 from
the authors of texts classified as Survival Diaries — such as the habit of systematic
self-reflection, advanced narrative competencies, and the intertextuality of the
diaristic composition — supported the decision to expand the corpus of analysed
texts to include diaries intentionally submitted by their authors in response to
competition announcements. I hypothesised that these authors, meeting the
aforementioned competency requirements (as Persons of Letters), would also
demonstrate an above-average level of motivation to persistently structure their
pandemic observations and experiences into narratives comprehensible both to
themselves and their readers.
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In the first phase of the project, students in the final two years of
Psychology degree programmes — both full-time and part-time — from several
universities across Poland were invited, via electronic communication, to
participate voluntarily and anonymously in the study. Despite the complete absence
of any connection to academic credit or assessment requirements a significant
number of diary authors appeared to approach the task in a somewhat formulaic
manner. The structure and tone of many entries resembled those typically produced
in educational settings. This approach decreased in the first phase and was inversely
correlated with age, the breadth of professional experience outside academia (e.g.
individuals with dual qualifications), and the presence of specific competencies
identified in the present study.

Radzinska and Pustutka (2021) describe the lock-down period as “a win
for the middle class,” and identified its pandemic gains across four key areas: (1)
time and opportunities for regeneration; (2) nurturing relationships; (3) developing
professional competencies; and (4) creating space for reflection on a global scale.
Other researchers have similarly highlighted that “the imperative of growth and
progress, and the associated narratives about the primacy of development, [are]
destined for the middle class” (Fiedorczuk, 2020, p. 62),* which benefited most
from the changes brought about by the pandemic and actively sought to manage
them (Bogunia-Borowska, 2021; Gatek, 2023; Glowacka et al., 2022).

The texts analysed in this study include a diverse range of diaries written
by individuals engaged in various forms of remote work (e.g. teachers,
entrepreneurs, and artists), front-line professionals, contact workers, and
unemployed persons. The analysed diaries, particularly Growth Diaries, displayed
a variety of genre forms. These ranged from chronologically and thematically
structured daily entries (e.g. Everyday Life/ The World and Surroundings/
Literature), to serialised diary-novels, aphorisms, and even a six-part poem. This
diversity facilitated analyses that accounted for motivational and competency-
based factors which, while partially influenced by socio-demographic variables and
cultural-social capital, extended beyond these parameters. The characteristics and
psychological functions of transforming “literary” genre templates — understood as
shaping forces in self-narrative structures — have been explored by McAdams
(1988) and Neimeyer (2009).

4Wilkowski (2020) references a media image depicting a banner displayed on a
Spanish balcony in 2020, with the inscription: “Romanticising quarantine is a class privilege!”
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Analysis: Tools and Strategies

The collected corpus of 60 diaries — 30 from Phase I of the study and 30
new texts obtained from the public domain, written during the same period (April—
June 2020) — underwent a coding process conducted by three individuals trained in
both the general analytical procedure and the detailed identification of content and
formal indicators (see Tables 2—4). Each diary was treated as a holistic expression
of the author’s experience and analysed as a small case study. The averaged coding
results were recorded in written Coding Sheets assigned to each numbered diary. A
qualitative self-developed semantic analysis was performed based on a system of
categories outlined in Categorisation Sheet-A (Table 2), which I had modified in
reference to Phase I of the study.

For the purposes of the current phase I had developed a new tool,
Categorisation Sheet-B (Tables 3—4). This tool facilitated the refinement of
previously obtained data by operationalising specific text properties and/or the
competencies of their authors, referred to as Growth Diary Indicators (GDI). These
indicators align with the categories detailed in Categorisation Sheet-A while also
incorporating additional key aspects that became identifiable only through the
expanded repository of texts. Certain aspects could only in this phase of the study
be elevated to a higher level of abstraction — as meta-competencies, such as
processuality or handling different points of view — and be linked to major
developmental trends such as essentialisation, universalisation, and existence
intensification. The degree of pro-developmental characteristics in the analysed
texts was assessed as maximal when each of the three areas — (1) content, (2) form,
and (3) meaning-making strategies — received 9 points. Combined with an
additional 3 points available for integrative coherence across these areas, the
potential maximum score was 30 points. The range of numerical differentiation
between the texts was defined in ten-point intervals: 0-10 points for Survival
Diaries (S-D) and 20-30 points for Growth Diaries (G-D) (see Tables 3—4).



104 TOKARSKA: BETWEEN SURVIVAL AND GROWTH: THE PANDEMIC DIARIES

Table 2. Categorisation sheet-A: Qualitative description of a single diary

Data Coding [X — order number] Gender — Age — Place of Residence — Profession — Lead Time

Thematic Content

Diary: Main Plots Diary Heroes: Authors: Feelings Authors: Coping Fears,
& Stage Protagonists Feelings & Actions Strategies Absurdities
& Actions & Challenges
— — — — F:
— — — — A:
— — — — CH:
[Complexity] [Emotional Tone] [Emotional Tone [Coping]

& Motivations]

Formal Aspects (Structure & Process)
Points of View Interconnections Text Structuring by Main Language Self-Reported
in Writing Between Points of the Author Attitude Storying Process
View
— More than — Connections — Title — Language codes | — Storying Process:
a single between points Bernstein): positively valued
point of view of view — Core association by the author
a/ Synthetic

— Degree
of differentiation
in points of view

— Adaptive functions of
the
points of view used

[Dialogicity]

— Handling different
points of view
(authoritarian/
dialogical/ other?)

— Development of
points of view

— Plot interchange

— Literary genre

[Essentialisation]

b/ Instrumental
¢/ Developed

— Styles
of narration:

a/ Reporting
b/ Explaining
¢/ Understanding

— Aspects criticised
by the author

— Intensification
of self-reflection
detected

by the author

Meaning-Making Strategies

Individual Philosophy of
Life

Time-Binding
Strategies

Biographical
& Existential
Dimension

Symbolisation/
Transcendence
Tendencies

Individual
& Universal
“Life Lessons”

— Self-cherished
values and rules

— Ipso-/ allocentric
tendencies

— Offensive/ defensive
stance

— the conspiracy
theories believed

— A “better past”
sentimental recall

— Desire
for a quick ,happy
end”

— Mindful presence
in the here and now

— Putting all the
above together

— Comprehensive
life review
[Essentialisation]

— Universal sense
of fellowship
[Universalisation]

— Contemplation of
the mystery
of human fate”
[Existence
Intensification]

— “The Pandemic™
personification/
externalisation

— Self-
transcendence

— Deep Ecology
(Planet Earth)

— Spiritual/ religion
dimension (God's
will re-considered)

N
Thematic content:

Realisation degree:

a/ Perceived

b/ Planned

¢/ Decided

d/ Initially stated
e/ Realised

Note. Own elaboration, adapted from Tokarska & Ruczaj, 2023
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Table 3. Categorization sheet-B. Pro-developmental content, form, and
meaning-making quantitative indicators with their operationalisation
(Growth Diary Indicators — GDI)

(I) Content [C]

1. * Complexity: Going beyond expression limited to pandemic fears.
* Emotional tone: Positive core association/ title/ main pandemic
definition. 0-3 p.
* Distance: An ironic stance towards the absurdities of the pandemic
reality.

2. * Processual qualities: Moving beyond habitual coping strategies
towards dynamic engagement with life.

* Relationship with ones’s mind (optionally including externalised views | 0-3 p.
of the pandemic).

* Endurance: Competence in managing pressure/ and overcoming
frustration.

3. * “Time-of-Trial-Experience”: The range of perceived challenges.

* Life lesson: Viewing the pandemic as an opportunity for learning and
change. 0-3 p.
* Privilege: Uniqueness of the message, despite experienced risks and
responsibilities.

(1) Form [F]

1. * “points of View”: Differentiated internal positions in interpreting the
pandemic. 0-3 p.
* Handling different points of view: Flexibility in response to current
needs/ challenges.
* Originality/ novelty/ authenticity of individual text elaboration.

2. * Language Code: Developed, facilitating multifaceted experience
elaboration.
* Textualisation: Reframing experience into a coherent, story-like text. 0-3 p.
* Negative knowledge: Personal resilience when facing the unknown
or incomprehensible.

3. * Narrative Metabolisation: Elaborating on pandemic experiences
through narrative. 0-3 p.
* Ergodicity: Persistence in searching for and meaning-making.
* Passion: Demonstrating engagement (vs an uncommitted or
indifferent stance).
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(Il1) Meaning-making [M]

1. * Universalisation:® Transcending dualities between: ipso- and
allocentric tendencies.

* Transcending activity and passivity: Balancing proactivity with 0-3 p.
defensiveness.
* Intensification of being: Enriching functioning with deeper sense of
existing.
2. * Biographical context: Adopting adaptive time-binding strategies for
life review.
* Existential context: Reconsidering human fate. 0-3 p.

* Essentialisation: Distilling the core of personal experience™ and
reprioritising values.

3. * Ecological stance: Deepened awareness of the planet Earth.
* Spirituality: A transcendent or religious perspective (e.g. re-
evaluating God's will). 0-3 p.
* Self-transcendence: The realisation of values and meanings that go
beyond the individual self

(IV) Integration [In]

e Text coherence: Integration of content, form, and meaning-making
strategies. 0-3 p.

In total = | 0-30 p.

5> The three main developmental trends are underlined.
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Table 4. Growth diary quantitative indicators: Sheet-C.

Diary
nr

General
score

0-30 p.

Detailed score by

y 10 GD-indicators

Content

Form

Meaning-making

Integration

I-1
(1)

-2
(2)

-3
©)

II-1
(4)

-2
()

-3
(6)

I11-1
(7)

-2
(8)

-3
(©)

In
(10)

O NS ORA WM~

Note. The 10 indicators listed above (see the extended operationalisation of these
indicators in Table 3) are as follows: [C] I-1: Complexity — Emotional tone — Distance; I-2:
Processual Qualities — Relationship — Endurance; I-3: Time-of-Trial Experience — Life
lesson — Privilege; [F] llI-1: Points of view — Handling different points of view — Originality;
[I-2: Language code — Textualisation — Negative knowledge; 11-3: Narrative Metabolisation
— Ergodicity — Passion; [M] Ill-1: Universalisation — Transcending activity and passivity —
Intensification of being; 111-2: Biographical context — Existential context — Essentialisation;
[1I-3: Ecological stance — Spirituality — Self-transcendence; [In]: Text coherence: Content —

Form — Meaning-making.
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RESEARCH OUTCOMES

In line with the initial assumptions and the applied categorisation
system, each diary was assigned to one of two groups: S-D (Survival Diaries) or G-
D (Growth Diaries). Furthermore, the G-D texts revealed an unanticipated internal
differentiation, which allowed further division into two subgroups of Growth
Diaries: G-D-C and G-D-T.

Survival Diaries (S-D): This defensive narrative type consists of self-
narratives in which the author depicts themselves as a protagonist striving to
maintain the status quo. These narratives frequently sentimentalise the past, and
evoke nostalgia and a sense of loss. An overt resistance to change manifests in a
prevalent attitude of waiting for a return to normality, with the primary
developmental task reduced to mere survival. The collection of texts in this group
exhibits a high degree of homogeneity, both in content and form. The content
focuses on pandemic-related challenges, coping strategies, concern for loved ones,
cognitive disorientation, and struggles with emotional tension, alongside a
predominant negative emotional tone. The formal characteristics include relatively
rigid structuring, frequent expressions of boredom or reluctance to sustain daily
self-reflection and verbalisation of experiences, minimal biographical
contextualisation, and an almost complete absence of existential references.
Consistent with prior assumptions, a key cognitive characteristic of S-D authors is
the lack of a habit of sustained self-reflection, significant difficulties in managing
emotional tension, and markedly lower narrative and motivational competencies
compared to G-D authors. The S-D group comprised exclusively female students
residing in suburban or small-town areas. The relatively low motivation among S-
D authors to maintain their diaries (in contrast to the engaged attitude of G-D
authors, who independently submitted their texts for competitions and persistently,
even ergodically, structured their experiences into narratives) supports the
description of S-D authors as Leave Me in Peace Persons (see Table 5).

Growth Diaries (G-D): This proactive narrative type consists of self-
narratives in which the author presents themselves as a protagonist intrigued by
new challenges, despite the limitations they face. The collection is divided into two
subgroups: (1) Compulsive Growth Diaries (G-D-C), written by Pleasure Seekers,
and (2) Texistence Growth Diaries (G-D-T), written by Zealous Persons (see Table
5).6 Compulsive Growth Diaries (G-D-C): The authors of G-D-C are predominantly

®In his classic work On Love and Happiness (1984), Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
contrasted three primary human attitudes towards achieving happiness: the desire to be alone or left
in peace, pleasure-seeking, and the attitude of zeal.
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identified as middle-class women of letters, while the authors of G-D-T are
described as any-gender persons of letters.” The Pleasure-Seeking Persons of
Letters exhibit a concerned attitude towards the future, similar to the authors of S-
D. However, they differ in their perception of the pandemic as an opportunity for
liberation from unwanted restrictions and conventions. In contrast to the “just to
survive” mindset, they adopt a compulsive “fill the void” activity. Interestingly,
over time, they begin to question their earlier developmental hyperactivity, which
involved catching up on cultural consumption or acquiring new skills (e.g.
cooking). The authors of G-D-C interpret and pursue growth differently from those
of G-D-T. For G-D-C authors, growth is synonymous with a media-mediated ideal
of constant hyperactivity and productivity. Texistence Growth Diaries (G-D-T):
These texts are characterised by a more personalised approach to growth. Growth
is less often an explicit theme of the narrative, and it manifests instead as a highly
individualised way of addressing pandemic challenges (existential resilience). At a
metacognitive level, it emerges as a highly original storying of experiences. The
existentially saturated textualization of their experiences deepens their sense of
development, as reflected in the content (e.g. the acceptance of the paradoxical
nature of reality, concern for the world’s fate, the conviction that “there is so much
to be done”), and emotions (the extending of fellowship) and feelings (the
awareness of human fate).

7 As a result of the distinctive combination of high narrative and textualisation
competencies characteristic of G-D authors (Persons of Letters), the full designations for the authors
of diaries from the two identified G-D subgroups are: Pleasure-Seeking Persons of Letters and
Zealous Persons of Letters. As above/ jw.
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Table 5. Characteristics of survival diaries and growth diaries identified in

the current phase of the project

SURVIVAL DIARIES
Written by: Leave Me in Peace Persons

Narrative Type: Self-narratives
portraying the author as a protagonist
striving to maintain the status quo.

GROWTH DIARIES

Written by: Persons of Letters

Narrative Type: Self-narratives portraying the author as a

protagonist intrigued

by new possibilities and challenges.

Survival Negative — pure Compulsive Ambivalent — Compulsion
Diary Past: development Growth Past: to develop
Loss plots Diary Liberation
S-D following
G-D-C a media-mediated
Leave Me | Negative Negative Future: ideal of constant
in Peace Future: The Waiting hyperactivity and
Waiting Pleasure productivity
Female Seekers as a synonym for
students development
Middle-
class urban Develo-pmental — Eventually
Develo- women Task: rejecting their
pmental of letters earlier
Task: Fill the void developmental
with activity hyperactivity
(Just) (“from expand
survive. to fold”)
Texistence Positive — Highly
Growth Past (gratitude): personalized
Diary Liberation development
G-D-T :
Positive Future: pregented n
Zealous Opening diaries as:
Developmental a topic
Any gender Tt o
persons | * an original way
of letters of dealing with the
Growth pandemic
in deeper understanding,
building existential * a style
resilience, the extending of | of storying
fellowship, and cultivating | individual
experiences

the awareness of human
fate.
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The main distinction between S-D and G-D authors lies in their contrasting experiences
of loss-waiting versus liberation-opening. This differentiation reflects their positive or
negative evaluation of the pandemic and their openness to new, uncertain events (see
Table 6).

Table 6. Attitudes towards the pandemic (Win/Loss) based on its evaluation
and openness to new experiences

Pandemic’ Evaluation New Experience: New Experience:
Losses vs. Gains Losses vs. Gains
Positive Opening Liberation
Negative Waiting Loss

Note. Own elaboration, adapted from Radzinska & Pustutka, 2022, p. 70

A survival-oriented mindset, rooted in mourning the past and hoping for
its return (all losses, no gains), characterises the S-D group. In contrast, the pro-
developmental dimension of the G-D group arises from gratitude for the past,
coupled with a willingness to let go of the unwanted (gains enabled by partial loss)
and an openness to the new. Interestingly, these tendencies were evident, often
immediately, in the titles assigned by the authors themselves or in the core
associations reconstructed and collaboratively negotiated by the coders. The more
detailed components distinguishing S-D from G-D include: (a) self-reflection; (b)
narrative competencies; and (¢) commitment to the project. The distinction between
G-D sub-types has been established based on the concepts of development
demonstrated by their authors: media-mediated proactivity and ongoing
hyperactivity in G-D-C, versus a highly personalised approach combining active
functioning with existing in G-D-T. At a processual level, the ergodic persistence
in the deepened intertextual storying of experiences and the existential saturation
of textualised experiences set G-D-T apart from G-D-C examples. Only the authors
of the G-D-T subgroup, relatively independent of the conventional late-capitalist
understanding of development, were able to transcend the pressure of constant
productivity. Instead, they exhibited a deepened understanding of reality, striving
to move beyond the culturally valued task of self-actualisation, transitioning from
the naturalistic to the personal level (see Table 1).
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Table 7. Survival Diaries vs. Growth Diaries: Core pandemic associations

and diary titles

Diary type

Exemplary “core

pandemic associations”

Exemplary
“single diary tittle”

e Burden A Stolen Freedom
e Hindrance e The Epidemic of Fear
Survival-Diaries e Injustice e What to do — to Avoid Going
(S-D) e Madness Crazy?!
e Horror The Endurance Test
e Punishment e The World Stopped — so Think
e Manipulation About Yourself!
e Humbug e from Top to Bottom — or the '
o ) rollercoaster through pandemic
e Disinformation thoughts
e Survival e Some Experiences of an Introvert
e |oss from the Small Town
e Waste e Self-Observations of Reactions to
Threats: Random Thoughts
During the Pandemic
® A Practical Guide to Wasting
Time
o ® Process e Some Discomfort in a Good
Gr owlg—D/ar/es e Historic Time Cause
(G-D) e Time of Trial ® The Pandemic and other Plagues
e Turning Point ® Quarantine Dualism
e Journey e A Time Given to Us
e Stimuli ® The Pandemic Charme’ Journal
e Duality e  Apocalypse in Pajamas...
e Possibility e The Diary of the Beginner
e Chance Streamer
e Lesson e Analyst’s Ref/ections in Quite
Unusual Times
* Cha'llenge e The Master of Stealth
e Privilege Photography

A Virtual Journey of a Single
Octogenarian: Through
Continents, Countries, Literature,
Music, Media, and Reflections on
Coronavirus Madness — From
Wuhan, Through New York,
Rome, London, Moscow to
Gdynia, Poland.
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Selected Developmental Potentials of the Pandemic

Among the leading developmental potentials observed during the early
stages of the pandemic, and present in varying proportions within the pandemic
texts, were the essentialisation of experience, its universalisation, and the
intensification of existence. The first of these, evident in most diaries, emerged from
the experience of potential threats to health/ life, combined with the pause imposed
by quarantine. This was a result of auto-reflection prompted by situational
constraints:

The world was rushing too quickly, too greedily; now we have

the chance to study it, to pin it down like a rare butterfly

specimen [...]. Removed from daily reality, displaced from the

flow, and stripped of routine, we finally had time to ask ourselves

many important questions. Had we been squandering what truly

matters most in life? [G-D-30/3%]®

The diaristic accounts frequently included phrases such as “now I
know,” and authors of both diary types thematically emphasised health and
interpersonal relationships:

Now I know that to be happy, I need health, freedom, and peace.
And truly, nothing more. [G-D-30/8*]

This whole isolation has quite a lot of positives.[...] Finally,
there’s time for the things we never had time for. [...] In the past
few decades, humanity has gained almost everything it aspired
to, but we forgot that the most important and valuable thing for
a person is simply — and profoundly — another person. [G-D-
30/9%]

¥ Quotes marked with (¥) refer to competition journals gained by the Institute of
Literature in Krakow, examined by J. Janiszewska, M. Bogunia-Borowska, and W. Gumuta in the
collective work edited by Gumuta (2021). Quotes marked with (**) refer to competition journals
from diaries anthology "The spring was cancelled" (2020). Quotes marked with (***) refer to “The
diary of a plague’s charm” by W. Butewicz from the pandemic collection “The world in a risk group”
(2020).
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However, differences were observed in the intensity of changes in the
perception of reality and in beliefs regarding the impact of these cognitive
restructurings (“epiphanies”) on real-life actions:

Have the past four months turned my life upside down? I don’t
think so. Did they prompt a re-evaluation and redefinition of my
values? Some. Are there people whose lives the pandemic has
changed irreversibly? There are many... [G-D-30/4*]

The expression of the next potential, the universalisation of experience
— operationalised as the feeling of interpersonal solidarity extending beyond the
author’s immediate circle (the universal sense of fellowship) — revealed significant
differences between S-D and G-D texts. This divergence was not limited to the
scope of interpersonal references:

I hate being passive; I love actively helping others — that’s when
[ feel fulfilled. But moments like this hold me back. I have to
think about my loved ones, not the whole world... And I don’t
even know how my psyche will cope with all of this?! [S-D-17]

It also manifested in the depth with which the authors perceived and
reflected on reality. Particularly in G-D-T texts, the responses were multi-faceted,
emotionally rich, and highly engaged, often encapsulating within just a few
sentences the majority of the Growth Diary Indicators outlined in the categorisation
sheets (Tables 3-4):°

X mentions social solidarity. For me, that’s also a state we
should strive for. I call it tribalism. But I'm thinking of the tribe
of Earthlings. Maybe it’s too broad, too idealistic, but this is
where I see the potential for change in how we think about
human life on Earth, and life in general. Too broad? Fine — what
about a tribe of Europeans? Still too broad? Poles — too broad?
Mountaineers [...] — too broad? [...]. Somewhere, this network,
if it’s going to encompass the whole world, must begin. [G-D-1]

 An exemplary excerpt from a single response, consisting of just 83 words, which
received an average score across the majority of the available categories, including [C]: complexity,
distance, time of trial, and life lesson; [F]: points of view, originality, language code, textualisation,
ergodicity, and passion; [M-m]: universalisation, transcending activity/passivity, existential context,
and ecological stance.
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Key differences in how the potential for the intensification of
existence was realised (particularly in G-D-T texts) were operationalised as the
accomplishment of developmental tasks spanning both levels of development
(Table 1). These differences are aptly illustrated by the following contrasting
excerpts:

1. I mean, there’s more free time now, but what’s the point if all the
shops are closed anyway?! [S-D-16] vs.

2. Onone side — facts. On the other — Mystery... [G-D-1]

Authors whose texts scored highly on this developmental potential
wrote:

1t is wonderful to experience. Undoubtedly, travelling offers us
the most. But when kilometres are not an option, perhaps it is
worth considering a journey within oneself. [G-D-30/1%*]

I have grown fond of the word Apocalypse. Stripped of fear, this
biblical term immediately took on a positive meaning. An
Apocalypse can sometimes be useful — a theatrical act: you, no
audience, an empty stage, a glance inward, behind the curtain
of your own life. [G-D-30/2%]

Well, I have discovered that this pandemic isolation is, in my
case, nothing more than a rehearsal ground for old age. Without
the pandemic and isolation, I would never have arrived at this
insightful comparison. They had to lock me up, cut me off, and
[frighten me for it to sink in. [G-D-30/5%*]

A strange sense of grief. I have grown attached to silence, to its
gift of pure hearing. What initially struck me as artificial — a
paralysing stillness akin to a grave’s silence — turned out to be
an immersion in the source. [G-D-30/3%*]

Textualisation Without Content as a Manifestation of Narrative Life

In the case of G-D-T texts, the effective textualisation of experience —
its narrative structuring and integration — appears to be of key importance.
However, it is the very desire for storytelling that seems most significant. This
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desire is expressed through a specific narrative form, conceptualised for the purpose
of this study as writing about not-writing or an unmet need for textualisation. Here,
authors articulate the lack of real opportunities for writing, the inexpressibility of
their experiences, or their hope for the future fulfilment of this desire:

I am writing, but I cannot focus. Something rustles, something
shifts. [...] A question arises, and my inspiration to write about
poetry vanishes entirely. [G-D-22%*]

The fog has consumed all the prose. [G-D-23**]

My diary is a compromise between what could have been and
what is not. What could have been is a good text. What is not is
the time to write a good text — there simply hasn’t been any
additional time to write during the pandemic. It has simply
disappeared elsewhere. This diary, therefore, is about
disappearance. [G-D-21**]

The “Diary” consists of two parts: what I have written in it and
everything I have not written. In that second part, I have included
the more important things. Therefore, one might not need to read
the “Diary” at all. [...] Incidentally, a perceptive reader might
find more than one novel between the lines. [G-D-25**%*]

The world has changed drastically, and so has its texture.
Instead of soft cotton, it now clings to me like slippery polyester,
sticks to my skin and does not let me breathe. [...] Nothing fits
any more. Everywhere, there is only tightness and stretching.
[...1. The short shelf life of each day has suddenly shifted
towards time like dried goods. I collect this dried food, day by
day, and hope that one day I will be able to pour boiling water
over it and return to normal life. [G-D-8*%*]

DISCUSSION

The final data analysis revealed the co-occurrence of conditions
enabling the harnessing of developmental potentials in extraordinary and
challenging situations. These conditions included an inclination — though not
devoid of difficult emotions — to positively evaluate the situation, and openness to
new experiences. Crucially, these factors were consistently tied to the way the
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experiences were narratively processed. The desire for storytelling, identified
among the authors of the most developmentally saturated texts, aligns with research
findings that essentialise the key content and formal dimensions of self-narratives
into two fundamental categories: desire and style (Loba, 2013). Furthermore, the
processual aspect identified in the most pro-developmental diaries corresponds
closely with Filipiak’s (1999) concept of “narrative life”, which manifests itself in
the ongoing interplay between individuals cognitive life story pattern and their
decisions and actions in real life.

High meta-competencies in the textualisation of experience, combined
with flexibility in selecting narrative forms, effectively shifted the focus towards
active engagement with the new reality — enhancing both the depth of its perception
and its utilisation, in the present and beyond. The authors of G-D-T texts, who
derived the greatest developmental benefits from the pandemic, narrated its early
stages through reflections on the paradoxical nature of reality, “worrying about the
world,” or “discovering how much there is to be done.” In doing so, they
simultaneously shaped the reality of their own lives, experiencing a sense of active
co-authorship in the history “unfolding before their eyes.” The persistent and
authorial processing of ongoing experiences from the position of a self-aware
Author/Narrator activated the function of self-liberation from the developmentally
restrictive roles of passive Actors and Observers imposed by the prevailing
circumstances. To some extent immunised against the fluid and ambiguous nature
of the situation, the authors of the diaries resisted self-limiting behaviours confined
solely to the psychophysical task of survival. Instead, they drew on opportunities
for new knowledge, the experience of unconventional hope, strength, and, as
reported in some diaries, even a sense of freedom. This set of meta-narrative
competencies, which translates into distinct qualities and attributes of the
individuals demonstrating them, has already been given a specific name within the
narrative approach: narrative agency (Lucas, 2016; Meretoja, 2020):

The concept of narrative agency [...] refers to our ability to
navigate our narrative environments, to use, interpret and
reinterpret narratives that are culturally available to us, and to
make choices over how we narrate our lives and our
relationships.

The complementarity of this concept, along with its stimulating effect
on the activation of real-life agency, appears to play a promising role in addressing
the dual task of not only to survive — protecting the basic opportunity for growth —
but also, in parallel, to grow: enabling more effective survival both as individuals
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and as a species. Moreover, the power of storytelling, in transforming the everyday
reality of the pandemic into a text, created a space in which this reality became an
existential circumstance for some experiencing subjects (Kubicki, 2020). This, in
turn, brings one closer to realising the central maxim articulated by the philosopher
Brach-Czajna (2018, p. 70): “The more life shakes us, the stronger our presence in
it becomes.” Coping with the challenges posed by extraordinary and difficult life
situations — thus, with “life as such” (facing life) — involves, at a deeper level, not
merely survival in the conventional sense but also growth: an openness to new
possibilities, the acquisition and/or refinement of new competencies, and even self-
transcendence. The present study describes the multifaceted conditions that
underlie this broader understanding of coping. These include interrelated cognitive-
emotional and biographical-existential competencies, which are further
strengthened through the (meta)narrative structuring of experience. This
perspective aligns with the interpretation of findings by Juensung et al. (2021), who
suggest:

[...] a more nuanced pathway from adversity to a deeper sense

of well-being by showing the importance of not merely coping

with adversity, but truly transcending it (ib., p. 1).

Limitations of the Study

This approach created an opportunity to investigate the extent to
which specific self-reflective, narrative, and motivational competencies co-occur
with the utilisation and creation of developmental opportunities in extraordinary
and challenging situations. Greater diversity in terms of gender (29 women and
only one man in Phase I vs. 16 women and 14 men in Phase II), age (Phase I: 21—
51 years; Phase II: 21-81 years), and the range of professions, family situations,
and living conditions reported by the authors of the subsequent diaries, introduced
new research trails. For instance, individuals working in front-line professions
during the pandemic (e.g. doctors) generally lacked the time or energy to narrate
their activities. Conversely, those in contact professions (e.g. retail staff) reported
different experiences and emotions, including frequent feelings of injustice and
anger. The most conducive conditions for developing growth narratives appeared
to be linked to remote working; however, this hypothesis was quickly challenged,
particularly in the context of family and housing conditions.
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Recommendations for Practical Applications

The narrative approach constitutes one of several key frameworks
adopted in the present study, the findings of which clearly affirm its considerable
theoretical and practical value. The narrative structuring of experience emerged —
alongside cognitive-emotional and biographical-existential competencies — as an
integral element within the broader set of motivational and competency-based
conditions that enable individuals to effectively harness the developmental
potential of extraordinary and challenging situations. One might even advance the
hypothesis — subject to verification through further empirical research — that this
narrative dimension performs a distinctive function within this configuration.
Unsurprisingly, the role of narrative strategies in processing individual experience
becomes more pronounced when combined with the other competencies and
motivations identified in the study (see Table 8). Taken together, these elements
create the conditions for activating complex, developmentally supportive
mechanisms such as narrative agency, which in turn facilitates the cultivation of a
narrative life.

The analysis of diaries written during the early stages of the COVID-19
pandemic provides the basis for formulating key recommendations for planning
strategies to support human development in contemporary contexts. These
recommendations also help identify specific competencies necessary for effective
implementation. Among these are a renewed focus on classical psychological
competencies and virtues — such as perseverance, tolerance of discomfort, and
sensitivity to existential contexts — alongside the refinement of new strategies for
processing experiences. These strategies should foster resilience to contradictions,
uncertainty, and paradoxes, which appears achievable only within a multi-
dimensional framework that integrates several key areas of competence (Table 8).
Our findings suggest ways to avoid having the COVID-19 pandemic become the
traumatic event of a generation, but instead a genuine watershed moment for
growth” (ib., p. 18).
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Table 8. Supporting multi-dimensional development: Psychological
competences.

Cognitive-Emotional

Competencies

Biographical-Existential
Competencies

Narrative
Structuring

Managing emotions
(association/dissociation)

Developing a habit of
analytical self-reflection

Practising resilience to
uncertainty

Transcending dualisms

e Self-awareness
competencies

e Biographical
competence

e  Curiosity about human
fate and its mysteries

o Patience, ergodicity,
and zeal

Textualisation,
metaphorisation,
and symbolisation
of experience

A complete self-
narrative schema

“Narrative agency’

“Narrative life”

Practical interventions to enhance the texistence dimension and
hypertextual processing can be applied to diverse age groups and problem-oriented
demographics. These interventions may take the form of thematic narrative
workshops and advanced training programmes designed to increase participants’
capacity to engage consciously in the “infinite game” of life (Carse, 1986).
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