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Abstract 
 

More than 35000 Australians are reported missed each year. National 

data identifies that the incidence of people going missing, and of those who 

remain missing long-term (more than six months), are increasing. When a person 

is missing, the impact on the emotional wellbeing of those left behind is 

profound. There is a dearth of international research examining the experience of 

long-term loss when a person is missing. Further, limited research exists on the 

social constructs of what such loss means and how it is experienced. Limited 

prior literature reports that loss for those left behind is both ambiguous and 

unresolved. Hope is a persistent inclusion in the narratives of those describing 

their experience of missing someone, yet the role of hope has not been explored. 

This study examines the broader experience of what it means for families of 

missing people to hope. This project was grounded in a narrative inquiry 

framework bound to a reflexive praxis. Stories of hope and loss were shared by 

19 family members of missing people with experiences post-missing stretching 

from 9 months to 34 years, which reflected on the time since the missing person 

vanished. Three phases of data collection included 5 narrative in-depth 

interviews, a virtual focus group of 14 participants, followed by an invitation for 

all participants to clarify their experiences.  Eight individuals chose to reengage 

the researcher.  The analysis revealed five significant findings: 1) hope existed 

within the participants’ narratives which provided meaning to their bond to the 

missing person; 2) hope splinters once the physical loss of the missing person is 

realised; 3) hope and time are intrinsically linked where hope does not decrease 

over time but signifies new attachment to life post-loss; 4) there is scope to 

identify hope as having public narratives openly shared with others and private 
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narratives that are not willingly shared by those left behind when engaging with 

the media and the broader community; and, 5) the acknowledgment that hope 

allows families to exist in the liminal space between their missing person’s 

presence and absence. Importantly, the study highlights the shifting foundations 

of hope where its inclusion is not duplicated between family members; rather, 

the experience of hope is an individual engagement impacted by external forces. 

Finally, the study recommends that the rich reflections of hope uncovered are 

incorporated by those agencies and services from whom the left behind seek 

support. These include law enforcement, the Coroner’s Office, and therapeutic 

support. These agencies and services need to further explore their roles as ‘hope 

enablers’ and ‘hope detractors’ in the lives of those learning to live with the 

uncertainty of missing. 
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