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A B S T R A C T   

A small but growing share of sociological research recognizes the importance of perceptions of the 
future for explaining social outcomes. This article, taking a sociology of knowledge perspective, 
provides a systematic study of sociological scholarship dealing empirically with perceptions of the 
future. It is based on a qualitatively driven mixed methods analysis of 571 sociological research 
articles published between 1950 and 2019 and distinguishes between three clusters of scholar-
ship: in the first cluster authors consider future orientations as either dependent or independent 
variable; in the second cluster they analyze the multifaceted ways in which actors imagine the 
future; and in the third cluster they are interested in the politically contested construction and 
diffusion of future orientations. By investigating these clusters, the article demonstrates how 
sociologists pay attention to future orientations in a broad spectrum of sociological fields, using a 
variety of methods and asking a wide set of questions about assessments of the future. The future 
is increasingly a realm of sociological analysis. We show how this field of research is structured 
and has developed over time. Elaborating on different facets of research that so far operate largely 
in isolation from each other, we aim to contribute to the development of the field. Sociology could 
benefit from more systematically integrating perceptions of the future – as they are reflected in 
actor expectations, aspirations, and future beliefs – into the discipline’s empirical investigations 
and explanatory models and from integrating the existing knowledge on these issues better.   

1. Introduction 

Sociology as a discipline is primarily directed toward the present and past. Phenomena observed in the present are seen as being 
causally linked to events that have taken place at an earlier point in time. They are shaped by cultures, institutions or social relations 
that exist in the present but have been formed in the past. 

A much smaller part of sociology, however, breaks with this dominant temporal perspective and considers actor orientations to-
ward the future. This break follows two lines of inquiry. First, in so called “future studies” sociologists have projected possible future 
developments and investigated how desired or feared states could be achieved or prevented (Adam & Groves, 2007; Bell, 1973; for an 
overview see Andersson, 2018). Second, the future orientation of actors itself has been studied as an object of sociological inquiry. This 
second approach proceeds from an understanding of perceptions of the future as a social fact: future orientations are seen as causal 
factors influencing social outcomes. 

In this article, we focus on the second line of inquiry. How have sociologists worked empirically with perceptions of the future and 
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analyzed them as social facts? We set out to explore this small but expanding research strand from a sociology of knowledge 
perspective. Based on a qualitatively driven mixed methods analysis of 571 English language research articles we map the emergence 
and historical development of the field during the last seven decades. Capturing the main research topics, theoretical frameworks and 
methodological approaches, we show how knowledge about future perceptions is produced and what internal divisions govern this 
research field. 

Complementing qualitative content analysis with elements of cluster and principal component analysis, we can show that the field 
of sociological research concerned with future orientations emerged from a relatively homogenous core in the 1950s and 1960s, and 
developed into a research field currently structured by three discernable clusters: the first one studies the future as a variable; the 
second is interested in what imaginaries of the future look like; and the third considers the contested processes in which future 
perceptions are constructed. The analysis indicates that these research clusters not only differ in their epistemological approaches but 
have also emerged at different points in time, were influenced by different sociological traditions and use different journals as outputs 
of their research. 

Our comprehensive assessment of studies that analyze the future as a social fact contributes to the development of this diversified 
sociological research field by investigating its respective perspectives, potentials and lacunae. It emphasizes how sociology could 
benefit from more prominently integrating perceptions of the future into the discipline’s empirical investigations and explanatory 
models. 

Following a brief discussion of the role of future orientations in sociological theory, the third section presents the text corpus and 
the qualitatively driven mixed methods approach our study is based on. It is complemented by an appendix detailing the corpus se-
lection process. The next two sections show how the research field has emerged and grown since the 1950s and diversified across 
sociological subfields and subjects particularly since the 1990s. Sections six and seven take stock of the epistemological structure of the 
field; three research clusters adopting divergent approaches to study the future as a social fact are identified and described in detail. 
Section eight shows how these clusters have diversified over time and provides explanations for these developments. The various 
journals in which sociological research on future perceptions is predominantly published are explored in section nine. In the 
conclusion we summarize our findings and discuss several lacunae and future research paths which our analysis indicates. 

2. The future in sociology 

Social science disciplines differ in their temporal orientations. Sociology, as well as anthropology and political science, is a 
discipline whose explanatory models are primarily rooted in the past and the present. An outcome is explained by previous events, 
leading causally to what is being observed in the present. Statistical models use information from the past to explain observed phe-
nomena and to predict future developments. Alternatively, outcomes are explained by present social structures such as social networks 
or social norms. 

Sociology’s dominant temporal orientation on the past and the present contrasts remarkably with the temporal perspective in 
economics, but also to an extent in psychology. As Andrew Abbott puts it succinctly: “While sociologists see present events as a final 
outcome emerging from the past, economists reason backwards from the future: Decisions are explained by the present value of ex-
pected future rewards” (Abbott, 2005, p. 406). 

This does not imply that the temporal orientation toward the future has not played any role in sociology. To the contrary, a closer 
look shows a rich tradition of this. Max Weber’s Protestant Ethics (2002) sees future expectations of salvation as causally influencing 
the conduct of life. Later, theoretical work, in particular that rooted in the phenomenological tradition and in American Pragmatism, 
showed sensitivity for the relevance of the future orientation of actors.1 This probably comes to the fore most clearly in the work of 
Alfred Schutz, who asserts that courses of action are chosen by “projecting”, which “consists in anticipation of future conduct by way of 
phantasying” (Schutz, 1972, p. 20, see also Beckert, 2016). Before engaging in the actual activity of attempting to realize a goal, an 
actor creates a fantasy of himself “at a future time, when this action will already have been accomplished” (ibid.). In this sense, projects 
are “anticipated in the Future Perfect Tense” (Schutz, 1972, p. 20). The phenomenological understanding of action as future oriented 
has strongly influenced the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1979), Harold Garfinkel (1967), Berger and Luckmann (1991), Anthony Giddens 
(1994), and Niklas Luhmann (1976). It has equally influenced the new sociological institutionalism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer 
& Rowan, 1977). American pragmatists developed a notion of action which focuses on the present, but sees present action as informed 
by perceptions of the future and the past (Mead, 1932; Iddo Tavory, 2018). John Dewey describes action as anchored in “ends-in--
view”, which he defines as “foreseen consequences which influence present deliberation” (Dewey, 1957, p. 223). Emirbayer and 
Mische (1998), in their well-known treatment of “agency”, in which they also stress the future orientation of action, refer primarily to 
the phenomenological and the pragmatist traditions.2 

The sociology of time is another important, partly overlapping, strand of sociological scholarship that addresses the future 
(Bergmann, 1992; Hassard, 1990; Zerubavel, 1981). Mainly referring back to Emile Durkheim’s claim to consider time as a social fact 
(Durkheim, 2001, 10ff), scholars start from the premise that social relations are inherently organized and governed by time, but the 
perception of time – also referred to as temporality – is the result of social construction (Abbott, 2001; Adam, 2013; Sorokin & Merton, 
1937). In this reasoning, the future features as an important temporal sphere alongside to the present and the past (Flaherty & Fine, 

1 Other sociological works in which the future orientation of actors plays a crucial role are Robert Merton’s (1957) strain theory and Albert 
Hirschman’s (1963; 1971) possibilism. For the latter see also Lepenies (2008).  

2 See also Mische (2009; 2014), Wagner-Pacifici (2009), Strauss (1993). 
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2001). Scholars like Iddo Tavory (2018; with Eliasoph, 2013) or Ann Mische (2009; 2014) have pursued theoretical frameworks 
dedicated more explicitly to the future. The future also plays a role for sociologists of time who are interested in the transition from 
more traditional perceptions of time to modern temporalities (Bourdieu, 1979; Elias, 2007; Nowotny, 1994; Simmel, 1978, p. 499f). 
Often drawing on Koselleck’s historical work, the idea of progress is considered to be enshrined in many social institutions originating 
in the Enlightenment era (Wagner, 2016). Progress is seen as requiring a new, linear understanding of time, in which actors depart 
from an unfavorable past towards an open and shapeable future. Along the same lines, the norm of future-orientation is also considered 
a crucial element of capitalist time regimes (Beckert, 2016; Sewell, 2008) and particularly drives temporalities of acceleration (Rosa, 
2013; Wajcman, 2015; Wajcman & Dodd, 2016). 

Without doubt, the future orientation of actors has been a concern in sociological theory. But to what extent do perceptions of the 
future enter into empirical work in sociology? How have sociologists studied perceptions of the future as a social fact? 

3. Mapping the development of a research field: data and methods 

To answer these questions, we explore sociological articles that empirically investigate perceptions of the future. Our analysis maps 
this field from a sociology of knowledge perspective by making apparent the historical development of the field, its main research 
topics and methodological approaches, its internal divisions, its connections to societal shifts and to substantial research fields in 
sociology, and its location within the arenas of sociological deliberation, operationalized as the main academic journals used for 
research output. 

Our study of the research field uses a qualitatively driven mixed methods approach (Hesse-Biber, Rodriguez, & Frost, 2015). 
Despite major advances in quantitative text analysis, we believe that a study concerned with the assessment of knowledge can best be 
achieved with a combination of a qualitative and quantitative approaches. Knowledge cannot be reduced to word frequencies or 
co-occurrences, and understanding the “sense making” of researchers requires reflexive, human interpretation. This is even more true 
when we seek to discern the evolution of knowledge over time (Hamann & Suckert, 2018). Therefore, reading, understanding and 
discussing the 571 research articles this study draws on has been a main component of our analysis. 

The major qualitative research steps of the study, i.e. the selection of relevant articles (see appendix), the development of 
appropriate categories, the coding of content and the interpretation of quantitative results were all conducted with a consensual 
approach (Kuckartz, 2014, p. 74f). Research choices, doubts and reflections were written down in memos while ambiguous cases were 
discussed by at least two researchers in order to produce intersubjectively intelligible interpretations. It is this qualitative assessment 
that allowed us to make sense of the research field and identify relevant types of studies and developments in the first place. Yet, we 
have complemented and substantiated these qualitative insights with some quantitative, or quantifying tools, which will be specified 
below. Drawing on quantifying methods such as cluster and principal component analysis enabled us to systematically compare across 
our extensive text corpus, to challenge and generalize our qualitatively derived insights and finally to visualize our findings in a 
comprehensive manner. 

This qualitatively driven mixed methods approach was applied to the sample of 571 research articles3 which met the following 
criteria: We looked for (a) sociological,4 (b) English language articles, which were (c) published between 1950 and 2019, were (d) 
concerned with future orientations and (e) studied them empirically. Based on these criteria the corpus was assembled by four 
complementary strategies of literature search: first a comprehensive search in the sociology category of the Web of Science database; 
second, an additional search in leading sociological journals for the years 1950–2019; third, a search for sociological articles within 
more interdisciplinary outlets; and fourth, a traditional literature search starting from bibliographies and discussions with experts in 
the field. These complementary strategies as well as their limitations are described in detail in the appendix. 

In the remainder of the article we present the analyses and findings. Further methodological details on particular research steps are 
provided in the respective sections. In the course of our study, we will highlight several research articles from our text corpus to make 
the different approaches within the research field more visible and provide a more vivid account of the research field under study. The 
choice of these exemplary articles is based on cluster analysis but remains subjective in the sense that we discuss articles which we 
consider especially well suited to describe typical research within the cluster. 

4. Emergence and growth of the research field 

The sociological research field under scrutiny emerged in the 1960s. By this time, and building on pioneering work already 
published in the 1950s, modern post-war sociology was increasingly discovering future orientations as an empirical object of 
investigation. 

Fig. 1 displays the 571 articles of our text corpus according to their year of publication as well as the 3-year moving average. It 
shows that the emergence and subsequent growth of the field has not been linear. Instead, two different upswings of research interest 
can be distinguished. We can see that articles concerned with future orientations first peaked during the 1960s and early 1970s, were 

3 A bibliography of the 571 articles that constitute our text corpus is available online (Suckert, Beckert, & Fenkner, 2020)  
4 An article qualified as “sociological”, if at least one of the following was true: The article is assigned to WOS category “sociology”; the authors’ 

affiliation refers to sociology (e.g. chair of sociology); the authors’ webpage refers to sociology (self-description, research interests, degrees); the 
article claims to be sociological or positions itself within sociological literature; the article has at least five citations of clearly sociological literature 
(sociological canon or classical sociological journals); the main argument of the article refers to “the social” and adopts key sociological concepts. 
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alm
ost absent in the 1980s, before the topic w

as rediscovered again in the 1990s. Ever since, the future has increasingly attracted the 
interest of sociologists. 5 

Though these absolute num
bers show

 an intensification of publications on future orientations, they m
ay be flaw

ed by the acces-
sibility of articles from

 the pre-digital era in W
O

S or by an overall increase in academ
ic publications. Fig. 2 therefore focuses on the 

relative num
ber of articles. It displays the num

ber of articles em
pirically concerned w

ith the future that w
ere published in 12 leading 

general sociology journals 6 as w
ell as their respective share of all research articles w

ithin these journals (3-year m
oving average). The 

analysis confirm
s tw

o distinguishable phases of research interest. The relative num
bers show

 that only a sm
all proportion of socio -

logical research investigates perceptions of the future. The topic has, how
ever, clearly gained in prom

inence, particularly during the 
last decade. The future has increasingly becom

e a subject of sociological analysis. 
In the next sections w

e w
ill explore w

hat research interests m
otivated these tw

o upsw
ings, how

 both phases differ in regard to how
 

know
ledge about future orientations has been produced and how

 these upsw
ings relate to broader developm

ents w
ithin the field of 

sociology and w
ithin society at large. It w

ould also be of interest to explain w
hy the field receded in im

portance during the 1980s. 
H

ow
ever, it is im

possible to study – and thus m
uch harder to explain – the absence of a phenom

enon. 
O

ne m
ay nevertheless gain im

portant insights into w
hy the sociological concern for the future ceased in the 1980s from

 looking at 
social m

em
ory studies, a field of research also concerned w

ith tem
poral orientations. A

s Jeffrey O
lick and Joyce Robbins’ com

pre -
hensive review

 of this field indicates, scholarly interest in the future declined w
hen interest in the past as a social fact becam

e m
ost 

relevant (O
lick &

 Robbins, 1998, p. 107). O
lick and Robbins particularly attribute the grow

th of m
em

ory studies in the 1980s to the 
rise of postm

odernism
 w

ithin the social sciences. Postm
odernist approaches challenged the linear historicity inherent to previously 

dom
inant m

odernization theories. The present w
as seen as being so ingrained in the past that seeing actors as being inform

ed by 
perceptions of the future seem

ed alm
ost frivolous. A

t the sam
e tim

e, outside of academ
ia this w

as also the decade w
hen broad societal 

utopias of progress w
ere questioned and postm

odern doubts challenged the belief in a positively shapeable future. Thus, it seem
s 

plausible to assum
e that the shift from
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odernity to postm

odernity, both in term
s of theory and in term

s of practical beliefs, m
ight have 

led sociologists to turn aw
ay from

 the future (at least tem
porarily). A

s w
e w

ill show
, the renew

ed interest in the future in sociological 

Fig. 1.
N

um
ber of articles studying future orientations and 3-year m

oving average.  

5 In Figs. 1 and 2 it seem
s as if the sociological interest for future orientations has decreased since 2018. H

ow
ever, this effect can rather be 

explained by the lag of the databases w
e used. W

hen conducting the sam
e analysis in 2017, w

e also found a decrease for 2016 and 2017 – w
hile w

ith 
hindsight w

e see that relevant publications actually increased in 2017.  
6 These w

ere A
m

erican Journal of Sociology, A
m

erican Sociological Review
, British Journal of Sociology, Current Sociology, European Sociological 

Review
, Social Forces, Social Problem

s, Social Science Q
uarterly, Social Science Research, Sociological Forum

, Sociological review
, Sociology - the Journal of 

the British Sociological A
ssociation. For selection criteria see appendix. 
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scholarship since the 1990s has profoundly shifted in its m
ethodological and theoretical anchoring, picking up also lines of thought 

from
 postm

odernism
. 

5.
D

iversifi
cation I: Em

pirical objects and sociological subfi
elds 

In w
hat sociological subfields can w

e situate scholarly interest for future orientations? W
hat objects have sociologists concerned 

w
ith the future studied? To address these questions, w

e read at least the abstract and introduction of each article and qualitatively 
assigned at least one code w

hich described the “area of study” to each text. 7 These codes w
ere derived in an inductive and iterative 

process. A
bstracting from

 the specific objects of investigation of each study, w
e defined, discussed and refined appropriate categories. 

The 13 categories that resulted from
 this analysis not only describe the phenom

ena researchers w
ere interested in but also represent 

the m
ajor subfields of em

pirical sociology. 
Com

paring the distribution of these subfields over tim
e, w

e find that the sociological interest for future orientations has not only 
increased but also diversified. Fig. 3 indicates how

 our text corpus scatters across different areas of study in each decade. 8 W
e see that 

the tw
o phases of the research field described in the previous section are also dom

inated by different sociological subfields and topics 
of investigation. In the 1960s and 1970s, i.e. the first upsw

ing, the vast m
ajority of studies w

ere interested in questions at the 
intersection of education, adolescence, fam

ily, and class. W
ith the second upsw

ing in the 1990s, topics such as the econom
y, politics, 

identity, or health becam
e m

ore prom
inent w

ithin the research field. The sam
ple of texts w

e collected for the 1990s, 2000s and 2010s 
appears m

uch m
ore diverse, even though the average num

ber of areas w
e qualitatively assigned to each article rather decreased. N

ew
 

and often em
erging sociological subfields discovered the future as an object of investigation. Scholars interested in issues of m

igration, 
ecology, science, culture or crim

e increasingly adopted perspectives geared tow
ards actors’ aspirations, expectations, and perceptions 

of the future. A
s w

e w
ill show

, these new
 sociological subfields approached the future in novel w

ays and w
ere often inspired by the 

“cultural turn” of the discipline. 

6.
H

ow
 is the future studied? The epistem

ological structure of the research fi
eld 

In order to assess a research field as an arena of know
ledge production, w

e need to probe beyond apparent objects of investigation 
and explore how

 know
ledge is actually produced. H

ow
 do scholars in this research field get to know

 w
hat they know

 about future 
orientations? H

ow
 do they study perceptions of the future? 

For each of the articles in our corpus w
e sought to answ

er three general questions: (1) H
ow

 did the researchers inquire perceptions 

Fig. 2.
A

rticles studying future orientations in 12 leading sociology journals.  

7 W
e refrained from

 using the keyw
ords provided by W

O
S because a) w

e found this assignm
ent of keyw

ords not to be consistent enough, 
particularly for articles from

 different decades, and b) not all the articles of our sam
ple w

ere derived from
 W

O
S and therefore w

ould not have had 
respective keyw

ords assigned.  
8 A

s sub-sam
ples w

ere too sm
all, the distributions for the 1950s (n =

3) and the 1980s (n =
14) are not presented. 
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of the future? (2) How did they analyze the captured perceptions of the future? (3) In what features of the perceived future were the 
researchers particularly interested? The respective responses indicate how empirical knowledge about future perceptions is produced. 
We therefore used methods of inquiry (1), methods of analysis (2) and features of interest (3) as the three basic variables to assess and 
analyze the epistemological structure of the research field. Abstracting from concrete answers to the above questions, we iteratively 
developed a set of categories for each of these variables. Table 1 gives an overview of all adopted categories, providing a description 
used for coding, an exemplary study and the share of articles coded for respective categories. 

For methods of inquiry and analysis, i.e. how to first capture future orientations and then how to explore these captured orien-
tations, the development of categories and the subsequent coding were rather straight forward. As both variables refer to methodo-
logical choices inherent to any empirical study, they were often made explicit in the texts. Moreover, we could draw on established 
methodological typologies to define and assign appropriate categories. The task here was to iteratively summarize and establish a 
rather concise set of categories for each variable. As a matter of fact, none of the methods categories we developed are mutually 
exclusive. Some researchers have gathered data by combining, e.g. stimuli and ethnographic observation or by using focus groups that 
integrated elements of conventional interviews. Moreover, a few researchers have opted for mixed methods approaches, combining 
qualitative and quantitative modes of analysis. Therefore, each article of our corpus was coded with at least one category for method of 
inquiry and one category for method of analysis, but often with more than one of these categories. 

In contrast, defining categories that described the features scholars concerned with future orientations were interested in proved 
much harder. Here, we could not draw on existing typologies. Ann Mische’s (2014) instructive theoretical framework served as a point 
of departure but the 17 features described in Table 1 were developed in an inductive and iterative process. Again, we discussed 
ambiguous cases and readapted coding descriptions to establish intersubjectively intelligible interpretations. 

The variety of features scholars have been interested in when studying future orientations illustrates the variety of epistemological 
perspectives within the field. Some features focus on the content of future perceptions (e.g. actors involved in the future), while others 
look out for the underlying logics (e.g. temporal configuration) or the context in which future perceptions are generated (e.g. con-
struction process). Some features assume a rather static world (e.g. effects on future orientations), while others explicitly refer to a 
dynamic (e.g. (in)stability of the future) or even a contingent (e.g. contingency of the future) world. Overall, some features point to 
rather positivistic perspectives (e.g. effects of future orientations), while others imply constructivist (e.g. future based identity) or 
interactionist and pragmatist (e.g. politics of the future) approaches. 

Fig. 3. Sociological subfields interested in future orientations: Share of assigned areas per decade (Ø = average number of areas assigned 
per article). 
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Table 1. 
How have researchers studied perceptions of the future? Adopted categories.   

Categories 
(% of corpus) 

Description Exemplary Study 

Method of 
inquiry 

Survey 
(35.73%) 

investigation by written, electronic or oral 
questionnaire 

Feliciano and Rumbaut (2005) use longitudinal survey to 
investigate changing aspirations of immigrant children. 

Interview 
(49.56%) 

oral interaction with series of open-ended 
questions 

Gonzales (2011) interviews youths without residency documents in 
the US about their shattered future aspirations. 

Focus group 
(4.38%) 

a group is asked to discuss open-ended questions Ylijoki and Mäntylä (2003) employ focus groups to account for the 
conflicting future expectations of precarious researchers. 

Task and stimulus 
(5.25%) 

an exercise is assigned to respondents, often by 
exposing them to material objects as stimuli 

Coleman (2008) asks teenage girls to create collages of their future 
bodies using craft materials, thus enabling them to visualize what 
might change or stay the same in years to come. 

Ethnographic 
observation 
(12.96%) 

detailed observation of actors within their social 
setting 

Ybema (2010) participated in the everyday working life of the 
editorial staff to explore how future orientations played into the 
organizational identity of a newspaper. 

Document research 
(17.51%) 

analysis of verbalized sources and artifacts Jasanoff and Kim (2009) analyze political speeches, government 
reports, and court cases to show how the future of nuclear power is 
imagined in South Korea and the US. 

Method of 
analysis 

Quantitative 
(47.81%) 

investigating and measuring numerical data by 
statistical, mathematical, or computational 
instruments 

Karlson (2019) analyzes survey data by linear regression models to 
test whether disadvantaged students are more likely to revise 
educational expectations due to their changing performance at 
school. 

Qualitative 
(55.17%) 

investigating and understanding non-numerical 
data 

Andersson (2014) uses Dutch and Swedish reports for a historical 
case study that shows how the “long term” future became a concern 
for policy makers. 

Features of 
interest 

Effect of future 
orientations 
(23.47%) 

future perceptions considered as dependent 
variable, i.e. what factors have an impact on the 
way the future is imagined 

Duncan et al. (1968) analyze how peer groups affect young peoples’ 
aspirations. 

Effect on future 
orientations 
(36.78%) 

future perceptions considered as independent 
variable, i.e. what impact has the imagined 
future on other factors 

Marini and Fan (1997) show that differences in occupational 
aspirations are the most important effect explaining gender wage 
differences. 

Future time horizon 
(16.81%) 

how far (e.g. months, years, decades) 
perceptions reach into the future 

Brannen & Nilsen, 2002 find that while less qualified women 
oriented themselves towards an extended present, well qualified 
males even considered the long distant future predictable. 

Temporal 
configuration of the 
future 
(6.48%) 

whether future orientations are based on specific 
ideas about the progression of time, like e.g. 
linear or cyclical time 

Reith (1999) finds that the experience of addiction is characterized 
by the inability to imagine the future and thus "lost time", while 
recovery is experienced as regaining a linear perception of time, 
geared towards the future. 

Stability of future 
orientations 
(10.33%) 

whether and how perceptions of the future 
change over time 

Hanson (1994) observes that students from lower social 
backgrounds often reduced their high aspirations during early 
adolescence. 

Storyline towards the 
future 
(24.34%) 

whether and how actors imagine the path from 
the present to the future 

Boje (1991) shows how organizations make sense of their situation 
by linking their present to their organizational future and putting 
forward competing storylines. 

Details of perceived 
future 
(4.90%) 

the varying extent of clarity and detailedness of 
imagined futures 

Devadason (2008) finds that young Brits displayed very detailed, 
employment-centered plans while young Swedes almost refused to 
plan their future and insisted on living spontaneously. 

Contingency of the 
future 
(18.39%) 

whether actors consider the future as determined 
or entailing multiple scenarios, as fixed, as 
uncertain or as open 

Boyle and Haggerty (2012) show that hosts of Olympic Games deal 
with the uncertainty of terrorist attacks by mapping out all possible 
scenarios instead of predicting what is probable. 

Plurality of future 
orientations 
(13.31%) 

whether multiple and sometimes contrasting 
visions of the future co-exist within the same 
context 

Kaplan and Orlikowski’s (2013) ethnographic study of a 
manufacturer affected by crisis reveals a multitude of future 
projections within the same organization. 

Politics of expectations 
(11.91%) 

whether and how future expectations serve as 
contested means of domination 

Yilmaz (2012) reveals how far right movements succeeded in 
presenting Muslim immigrants as a threat to the future of European 
culture and population. 

Construction process of 
future orientations 
(8.41%) 

what processes the future is constructed in, 
including respective discourses, interactions and 
tools 

Bakker et al. (2011) describe how expectations about new hydrogen 
storage are constructed by interaction of different actor groups. 

Actors involved in the 
future 
(25.39%) 

who, i.e. what individuals or collectives are part 
of the imagined future, and who is not 

Baldwin (2017) relates the practice of egg freezing to women’s 
expectations about the ‘right’ future partner or lack thereof. 

Agency about the 
future 
(17.51%) 

extent to which actors believe the future is a 
consequence of their action, not destined by 
some uncontrollable force 

Costas and Grey (2014) elucidate how power regimes within 
management consultancies involve an extreme belief in the ability 
of improving one’s future self. 

Evaluation of the 
future 
(26.27%) 

whether the future is imagined as positive or 
negative, promoting optimism or pessimism 

Kao (2000) shows how Black and Hispanic students pessimistically 
try to avoid the negative future prevalently assigned to them, Asian 
students want to optimistically keep up with the positive 
expectations ascribed to them. 

(continued on next page) 
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Altogether, the categories we developed depict a research field in which multiple epistemological approaches of studying future 
perceptions co-exist. The next sections will further explore the structure of this field and systematically depict its development across 
time. 

7. Studying the future as a social fact: A three-clustered research field 

Do particular methods of inquiry correspond with particular methods of analysis or features of interest? Can we thus distinguish 
different modes of knowledge production about future orientations? To explore the inherent structure of the research field, we 
complemented the previous qualitative analysis with cluster analytical tools. Cluster analysis basically establishes groups by assorting 
similar items, allowing researchers to discover different types of items within their sample. In the context of our study and based on our 
qualitative coding of articles, cluster analysis helped to differentiate distinctive modes of studying the future within the research field. 

The coded characteristics (method of inquiry, method of analysis and features of interest, see Table 1) for each of the 571 articles 
were transferred to binary data9 and subsequently standardized for each of the three variables. As is suitable for originally categorical 
variables, Jaccard distances were used to account for similarity or difference of articles and a hierarchical cluster analysis (Ward 
method) was conducted. 

Choosing the appropriate number of clusters is a critical and always interpretative step in any cluster analysis. Considering to what 
extent a higher number of clusters further reduces heterogeneity within clusters provides a first orientation.10 Based on both this 
quantitative assessment and the insights of our qualitative exploration – and with the aim of establishing a concise typology – we opted 
for a three-cluster solution. 

In order to graphically visualize these three clusters, we conducted a complementary principal component analysis (PCA) on the 
same dataset.11 Fig. 4 displays the results of this analysis, with the different shades indicating the three distinctive clusters of articles, 
whereas the position of each article is based on the first two dimensions of the PCA.12 The graph reveals the distribution and scope of 
the three main clusters of research we distinguish in this study. 

But how can these three clusters be characterized? Fig. 5 provides first evidence by displaying how the categories of our three active 
variables contribute to the two dimensions of the PCA. The graph implies that articles in cluster 1, to the left of the plane, are mostly 
interested in future orientations as either dependent or independent variable, they use surveys to inquire future perceptions and adopt 
quantitative modes of analysis; articles in cluster 2, to the upper right, analyze the multifaceted ways in which actors imagine the 
future referring to various features, they inquire these imaginaries through interview related methods and analyze them qualitatively; 
studies in cluster 3, to the lower right, use qualitative methods of analysis too, but they capture respective future perceptions by 
document research and are concerned with the politically contested construction and plurality of future orientations. 

In addition to exploring which methods of inquiry, methods of analysis and features of interest are characteristic for each cluster, 
PCA also enables us to depict what objects of investigation, discussed in section five of this article, relate to the three clusters. To this 
end we used the 13 categories we developed for areas of study as a passive variable.13 Fig. 6 indicates to which cluster respective areas 
of study correspond. We see that studies in cluster 1 mostly make education, adolescence, family and class their objects of in-
vestigations; cluster 2 articles are more concerned with identity, migration and health; studies in cluster 3 can be found in sociological 
subfields dedicated to ecology, politics, science and, to a lesser degree, the economy. 

Though this quantitative assessment gives us an approximate idea of each cluster, it provides at best a superficial account of how 

Table 1. (continued )  

Categories 
(% of corpus) 

Description Exemplary Study 

Normativity of future 
orientations 
(12.08%) 

whether future expectations are linked to a 
moral argument or involve a normative 
dimension 

Smith (2017) shows how ambitious educational and professional 
aspirations serve as moral assertions for former foster youths. 

Futurebased identity 
(20.14%) 

whether imagined futures are driven by 
perceptions of the (future)-self and thus a major 
part of identity construction 

Frye (2012) portrays how, despite their unfavorable situations, 
Malawi girls consider themselves as “those who aspire”. 

Space of the future 
(6.48%) 

whether the future is associated with a particular 
geographical location or venue 

Cuzzocrea (2018) assesses where students aspire to move by inviting 
them to imagine themselves as being 90 and narrating their lives 
backwards.  

9 i.e. whether an article was assigned to a specific category (1) or not (0);  
10 The quantitative assessment indicated that three-cluster, five-cluster, six- and seven-cluster solutions would be viable options, but that a higher 

number of clusters did not extensively reduce heterogeneity.  
11 Based on singular value decomposition, PCA allows representing a dataset by reduced dimensionality. It is often used as exploratory instrument 

and to visualize distances between items on two dimensions.  
12 Cluster analysis and PCA were conducted in R with the packages vegan (Oksanen, Kindt, Legendre, O’Hara, & Stevens, 2007) and factoMineR 

(Lê, Josse, & Husson, 2008). 
13 Again, this originally categorial variable was transformed to binary, standardized data. Though PCA allows including categorial passive vari-

ables too, we used this variable as passive quantitative variables, because each article could be assigned to more than one area of study, which can 
only be represented by binary data. 
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Fig. 4. Three clusters of empirical studies on future orientations, axes represent first two dimensions of PCA.  

Fig. 5. Characterizing the three clusters: Contribution of active variables to the two dimensions of the PCA.  
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and to what end the future is studied as a social fact. We therefore used the assignment of each article to a specific cluster as a starting 
point for an in-depth qualitative review and explored the modes in which knowledge about future orientations is produced in each 
cluster. 

In the following three sub-sections we will characterize each cluster and spell out how respective scholars conceptualize and study 
the future. In each section we will highlight some articles in order to illustrate our argument and point to important lacunae. 

7.1. Studying the future as a variable: The sources and effects of aspirations 

Starting in the 1950s with the work of educational psychologists (Hills, 1955; Schultz & Ricciuti, 1954), but soon taken over by 
sociologists (Kahl, 1953), the role of future aspirations and expectations became an important subject for understanding social 
stratification processes and social inequality. 

The most influential of the studies in this cluster are associated with the Wisconsin Longitudinal Survey from which the Wisconsin 
model of status attainment developed (Sewell, Haller, & Portes, 1969; cf. also beyond our sample Sewell & Hauser, 1975; Sewell & 
Shah, 1968). Research was aimed on the one hand at understanding which social factors influence educational and occupational 
aspirations of adolescents and young adults. On the other hand, it investigated the effects of aspirations on achievement. In the first 
case, future perceptions were studied as a dependent variable, in the second case as an independent variable – but in both cases the 
perceived future was accounted for as a quantifiable and often binary variable. 

One of the overarching interests of this research is to show the connection between aspirations and class background. To explain the 
formation of aspirations, scholars relied strongly on the work of Archibald Haller who argues that aspirations are formed through 
imitation, self-reflection, and adoption. The two basic premises of this research are, first, that aspirations are positively correlated with 
later attainment (Domina, Conley, & Farkas, 2011) and, second, that aspirations and expectations regarding future achievement are 
shaped by social context. Significant others, especially the family and peer groups, are focal in explaining aspirations, with research 
claiming that expectations (and subsequent achievement) depend on the expectations that others hold of a person (Duncan, Haller, & 
Portes, 1968; more recently Bozick, Alexander, Entwisle, Dauber, & Kerr, 2010). Studies within this cluster assess the (unequal) social 
structure of aspirations referring to socio-demographic variables. However, they rarely adopt comparative approaches that take into 

Fig. 6. Situating the three clusters within the field of sociology: areas of study as passive variable of the PCA.  
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account the historic or national contexts shaping these structures. 
Methodologically, research in this field is quite homogenous. It relies mostly on surveys, often longitudinal, where students or young 

adults are asked about their future aspirations (e.g. “Do you aspire to complete college?”). Answers are correlated with socioeconomic 
background, mostly race, gender, location, and immigration experiences (Haller, Otto, Meier, & Ohlendor, 1974). This work had its heyday 
in the 1960s and 1970s, but is still continuing today, though with a somewhat broader focus. In the beginning the research was mostly 
centered on educational issues. More recent work is more strongly focused on issues of immigration, race, and gender and also broadens its 
scope beyond the US (Bandelj & Lanuza, 2018; Bohon, Johnson, & Gorman, 2006; Clark, Poulin, & Kohler, 2009; Nurmi, 1987). 

A related set of sociological studies to be found in this cluster has developed since the 1990s and focuses more on the family, 
adolescent deviant behavior, and future assessments in general. Researchers correlate sociodemographic characteristics with actors’ 
aspirations about when to marry or have children (Crissey, 2005; Waller & McLanahan, 2005) or their overall optimistic or pessimistic 
attitudes. In this research, one can see a slightly more complex understanding of aspirations, though the main question from educa-
tional research on social inequality remains: what explains certain aspirations and what effects do these aspirations have? The more 
recent literature also tends to be methodologically more open: it does not entirely rely on surveys but also includes qualitative in-
terviews (e.g. D’Hondt, Van Praag, Van Houtte, & Stevens, 2016; Nurmi, 1987). 

7.2. Studying images of the future: What does the future look like? 

The second cluster is more heterogeneous and shows a more complex notion of future orientations than the first cluster. Perceptions 
of the future are not reduced to a binary variable, but scholars explore what these perceptions precisely look like. They empirically 
inquire and compare the multiple gestalts of imagined futures. The focus is not on testing hypotheses or proving effects, but rather on 
the in-depth and often theoretically driven description of imaginaries. 

These research articles reveal a profound interest in the content of images of the future as a discrete object of investigation. They 
assess a variety of the features detailed in Table 1: time horizons, contingency, storylines or temporal configurations of the imagined 
futures; agency, identities, spaces or actors associated with the future; evaluation or normativity implicit to the observed future 
perceptions. To provide a comprehensive picture of how the future is imagined, studies typically analyze several of these features in 
combination. 

Research in this second cluster often studies how the future is perceived as a specific temporal sphere. Scholars take account of the 
time horizons (e.g. long term vs. short term futures), temporal configuration (e.g. linear vs. cyclical futures), assumptions of con-
tingency (e.g. determined vs. open or uncertain futures) or storylines actors adopt in order to link their present situation to the 
imagined future. Ana Alacovska (2019), for example, draws on such features to depict the temporality inherent to quotidian hopes of 
Balkan creative workers and to explain what keeps these extremely precarious workers motivated. 

Motivation and the perception of the future as a sphere for opportunity is another central theme in this second cluster. To what 
extent actors believe they can positively shape their future is essential for understanding the motivational function of expectations 
(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Only when actors consider the future as a consequence of their own actions and not predestined by some 
uncontrollable force does “reasoning backwards from the future” become plausible. To this end scholars of this cluster explore how the 
expected future is evaluated (e.g. optimism vs. pessimism), what actor constellations are imagined as being part of the future (or not), 
or the level of agency actors assume they have regarding the future. For example, Margaret Frye’s (2012) study finds that despite their 
unfavorable conditions, girls from Malawi express an extensive sense of individual agency about the future. They proudly consider 
themselves as “those who aspire”. Optimistically believing in the openness of the future and one’s agency, however unrealistic, be-
comes a question of morality rather than probabilistic calculation for them. Indeed, numerous studies show how having faith in the 
future in many contexts becomes a normative imperative and an issue of identity (Costas & Grey, 2014; Cuzzocrea & Mandich, 2016; 
Devadason, 2008; Snee & Devine, 2018). Moreover, some studies address “waiting” (Cuzzocrea, 2019; Rotter, 2016) as a phenomenon 
that is inherently oriented towards the future while marked by the absence of agency. 

As cluster 2 studies set out to explore the complexity of future orientations in detail, they mostly draw on qualitative methodologies. 
While many scholars rely on interviews and focus groups to derive future orientations directly from actors, a number of studies also 
include more unusual research designs. They expose participants to stimuli (like photographs, audio or video recordings) or ask them 
to perform tasks, e.g. producing collages of their future bodies (Coleman, 2008; Wilson & Milne, 2016). Moreover, starting from 
Chinoy’s (1952) study on automobile workers, scholars interested in the exact configuration of future orientations also explore them in 
their “natural context”, i.e. by field observation or other ethnographic approaches (Boje, 1991; Halawa, 2015). 

The research focusing on the way actors imagine the future demonstrates how perceptions of the future can differ in numerous 
ways. Many of these studies indicate that prospecting the future is increasingly a means of social distinction and highlight the 
importance of varying institutional setups. However, neither the precise interrelations with social structure nor the role of power are 
systematically explored. 

7.3. Studying the contest for the future: How is the future constructed? 

The third cluster consists of studies interested in the contested processes of construction and diffusion of future expectations. Of the 
three clusters we distinguish, it is the smallest and most recent cluster, having emerged only after the turn of the century. 

Articles in this cluster are concerned with the process in which perceptions of the future are “made” and the social struggles in 
which particular visions become dominant. These studies look in detail at how, by whom, and based on what resources the future is 
crafted. For example, David Gibson’s (2011) research on the Cuban missile crisis skillfully reconstructs how President Kennedy’s 
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decision for a blockade resulted from conjoined efforts of narrating the future. Using historic audio recordings Gibson shows that the 
Executive Committee of the National Security Council started from several future scenarios. During the deliberations, particular stories 
and the respective future consequences were progressively suppressed, promoting a shift in preferences from an immediate air strike 
towards a blockade intended as a warning to Khrushchev. 

Like Gibson, most scholars of this third cluster consider expectations to emerge in discursive processes. They focus on under-
standing the stories, conversations, metaphors, public and expert controversies in which future states of the world are expressed. 
However, a considerable number of studies expand this discursive perspective and also address the manifold devices, technologies and 
objects used to create and consolidate perceptions of the future. This broadened research focus is most characteristic of the sociology of 
expectations – a research strand that many scholars of this third cluster are associated with or actively refer to (e.g. Nerlich & Halliday, 
2007; Yearley, 2009). The sociology of expectations emerged around authors such as Harro van Lente and Nik Brown (Borup, Brown, 
Konrad, & Van Lente, 2006; Brown & Michael, 2003; Van Lente, 2012) and is closely related to the more encompassing science and 
technology studies (STS). Scholars within this domain study the role of expectations in the natural sciences and technological inno-
vation processes but are also increasingly concerned with knowledge production in economics and business studies. 

Often, the investigation of the discursive construction processes reveals multiple and co-existing ideas about how the future will 
unfold. The plurality of future expectations is therefore a second major feature authors of this third cluster are interested in. Scholars 
are interested in divergent future expectations within one particular situation or organization not in order to depict their gestalt, but to 
explore how different perceptions of the future interact, conflict or are layered. In order to stress the cultural embeddedness of 
construction processes, some studies draw on comparative research designs which juxtapose imagined futures of different countries or 
different historical moments (Hulme, 2008; Jasanoff & Kim, 2009). 

A major theme of the studies addressed within this cluster is their concern with power. Authors (sometimes implicitly) build on the 
assumption that command over the expected future is a powerful and therefore contested resource (see also the classic work of 
Koselleck, 1979). It is particularly due to their performative effect, i.e. their potential to trigger self-fulfilling prophecies that ex-
pectations are considered important instruments of domination within markets, democratic movements or technological innovation 
processes. 

What we label the politics of expectations is therefore a third feature addressed in this cluster. Here, researchers are explicitly 
interested how particular perceptions become “hegemonic” (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001) and are thus imposed on social groups or society 
as a whole – while other perceptions are consigned to oblivion. Many of these articles look at how actor groups argue for divergent 
visions of the future that meet their present or future interests (e.g. Andersson & Keizer, 2014; Kolarskabobinska, 1994). Studies of this 
cluster explore social domains in which actors struggle about the “right” future. They are often anchored in political sociology and 
address e.g. political campaigns or environmental and social movements (Anderson, 2017; Nyberg, Wright, & Kirk, 2018); they explore 
- often from an STS perspective - how future developments are contested within academia and R&D labs (Bakker, Van Lente, & Meeus, 
2011); or they emanate from economic sociology and study how the politics of expectations shapes economic forecasting, financial 
markets and business models (Abolafia, 2010; Fastenrath, Orban, & Trampusch, 2018; Holmes, 2009). 

Almost all articles subsumed into this third cluster use qualitative modes of inquiry and analysis. Some studies attempt to un-
derstand the mechanisms and dynamics of the construction and diffusion of futures firsthand, on the ground, by employing ethno-
graphic methods. However, most researchers within this cluster reconstruct the processes they are interested in by analyzing the relicts 
of these processes, thus taking a historical approach. Verbatim transcripts, audio recordings, reports, and other archival material are 
used to study how the future was constructed within a particular context. Additionally, the process of diffusion is reconstructed by 
means of media or press analysis. 

Though power and symbolic struggles are important to most studies within this third cluster, they never adopt a structuralist 
perspective. While they excessively focus on rhetoric and technologies that allow actors to impose visions of the future in particular 
situations, processes or institutions, they omit structural inequalities both as causes and consequences of dominating the contested 
construction of the future. 

8. Diversification II: The emergence of the three research clusters 

Each of the three clusters approaches future orientations from a different perspective. They employ different methods to capture 
and analyze perceptions of the future and show interest in different features related to the future. Fig. 7 captures these three clusters 
over time. It depicts how the articles published in each decade spread over the plane. The analysis reveals that the clusters have 
emerged at different points in time and developed in relative isolation from each other.14 

Our graphs show a rather homogenous field of research up to the 1980s, which is focused on cluster 1 studies. Starting in the 1990s, 
the picture changes: overall interest in future orientations increases significantly but the methodological approaches employed to 
assess the future and the substantial topics investigated also diversify. As the graphs indicate, the second upswing is partly driven by 
revived scholarly activity in cluster 1, but primarily by the emergence of cluster 2 in the 1990s and cluster 3 in the 2000s. The second 
upswing thus contains a diversification of the research field, with the adoption of new approaches of how to study future orientations. 
This epistemological diversification widely corresponds with the expansion of sociological subfields interested in studying perceptions 
of the future which we have depicted in Section 4. 

14 A complementary citation-based network analysis confirms this picture: the three clusters are discernable, and cluster 1 particularly stands apart 
as a closed network. 
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Fig. 7. Distribution of articles per cluster and decade.  
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What have been the drivers behind this diversification of the research field? Combining Figs. 6 and 7 indicates that the emergence 
and growth of each cluster can be related to broader dynamics within the field of sociology and society at large. Though theoretical 
developments and changing empirical relevance of disciplinary subfields do not offer strict causal explanations, they allow considering 
the respective historical contexts relevant for the evolution of research fields. 

Cluster 1 studies are primarily associated with the sociology of education and the family. The emergence of this cluster and the first 
upswing of our research field coincide with the first heyday of the sociology of education in the 1960s and 1970s. Educational as-
pirations and their anchoring in the family were considered as both explanation and antidote to social stratification and inequality. 
With skepticism towards modernization theories and the engineering of progress through educational reform rising in the 1980s, such 
an optimistic approach was profoundly challenged (cf also Section 4). The revival of interest in the sociology of education and the 
sociology of family, manifested in large international research programs in the early 2000s, was then driven by different theoretical 
approaches. Scholars now considered educational outcome as determined by inequality and missing opportunity structures. Educa-
tional aspirations were primarily considered a covariate (Domina et al., 2011; Maralani, 2014). Moreover, advances in quantitative 
methods within sociology have allowed studying these dependencies of aspirations as dynamic mechanisms. 

The emergence of the second cluster, i.e. studies that investigate the multifaceted ways in which actors imagine the future, co-
incides with a time in the 1990s when capitalist dynamics, large scale societal transformations, globalization, and perceived con-
tingency of social development increased almost everywhere. Indeed, the sociological subfields that contributed to the growth of 
cluster 2 explicitly focus on moments of crisis, breaches, and change (like the sociologies of migration, health, and crime); or have 
increasingly considered their object of investigation as contingent (like gender and identity studies). The expansion of interest in future 
orientations coincides with enlarged sociological interest in moments of indeterminacy and transitions which was triggered by 
accelerated societal transformations. It is in instances where the future is no longer perceived to be a mere prolongation of the present 
that the multiple ways in which actors imagine the future gain attention. The popularity and systematization of qualitative research 
methods occurring with the post-positivist turn in the 1980s and the advancements in observational methods in the 1990s provided 
sociologists with the tools to study and understand the multiplicity of future orientations in more detail. Moreover, taking account of 
this multiplicity from a temporal perspective was facilitated by theoretical advances in the sociology of time (e.g. Abbott, 2001; 
Bergmann, 1992; Hassard, 1990). Elucidating how actors perceive and construct time has led to theoretical frameworks which help to 
explore and describe the gestalt of future orientations in more detail and thus to conduct the research prevalent in cluster 2. 

Research in cluster 3, which emerged at the turn of the century, explores much more strongly how power interferes in the con-
struction, diffusion and contestation of imagined futures. This research interest is in line with the much broader sociological concern 
for the construction of narratives, meaning, frames, discourses and the related hegemonic or symbolic struggles (Bourdieu, 1991; 
Laclau & Mouffe, 2001). While this “cultural turn” had occurred in social theory by the mid-1980s (Nash, 2001; Swidler, 1986), 
important subfields such as economic sociology and political sociology have integrated this perspective only more recently. Informed 
by culturalist and often constructivist approaches and geared with text-based methods such as discourse-, frame- or conversation 
analysis, sociologists discovered perceptions of the future as a target for economic and political contestation. In the field of economic 
sociology, some scholars have consequently even developed theoretical frameworks that promote future orientations as the driving 
force of capitalism (Beckert, 2016; Esposito, 2013; Snyder, 2016; cf. Urry, 2016). Moreover, the emergence of this third cluster can be 
related to the increasing role of science and technology studies within sociology. Emanating from this research field, scholars started to 
investigate how the contested construction of future expectations is central to understanding technological innovations (Borup et al., 
2006; Brown & Michael, 2003). Finally, during the last decade, research in this third cluster has also been inspired by the political 
contestation surrounding recent financial and ecological crises. Both the sociology of finance and environmental sociology have 
realized the political nature of perceptions of the future and the technologies used for calculating probable futures and made the future 
an object of their investigations. 

The analysis across time reveals that the three clusters we distinguish do not only employ different approaches of how to 
empirically study the future. They have emerged at different points in time and can be related to different developments within so-
ciology and society at large. They represent three different sociological traditions of studying the future as a social fact. As we will see 
in the next section, they also take place in different arenas of academic deliberation. 

9. What journals? Important outlets of the research field 

The composition of our corpus shows that there are various outlets for sociological research concerned with perceptions of the 
future. The articles we collected originate from 154 different journals. Fig. 8 displays all journals in which at least four articles of our 
sample were published. These 32 journals represent the major academic outlets in which the sociological study of the future takes 
place. 

To depict how the three clusters relate to particular outlets we have used journal information as a passive categorical variable of the 
PCA. Thus, the various journals can be projected in the space defined by the articles and their inherent epistemological structure (see 
Fig. 8, small graph). Zooming into this representation, we can explore the location of specific journals and how they relate to the three 
clusters of articles (confer larger graph). In Fig. 8 the icon size indicates the number of articles from our sample published in each 
journal. The different colors refer to the rank of the journal, relying again on the WOS JCR Ranking for Sociology in 2017, according to 
normalized Eigenfactor (cf. appendix). We distinguished between the top 10, top 20 and top 40 sociological journals within this 
ranking, other sociology journals (according to WOS) and journals that were not included in the WOS sociology category, like Or-
ganization Studies and Time & Society (cf. Section 3 and appendix). 

On the left side of the plane the graph indicates a multiplicity of journals that mostly correspond to cluster 1 – the largest cluster 
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Fig. 8. Where are future orientations studied? Journals as passive qualitative variable of the PCA, icon size representing the number of future 
related articles published per journal. 
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across time. Social Forces, the American Journal of Sociology and Youth & Society are major outlets of scholarship connected with this 
cluster. Among the associated journals one finds specialized sociology journals that are dedicated to the particular objects of inves-
tigation of this cluster: education (British Journal of Education, Sociology of Education), adolescence (Youth & Society), family (Journal of 
Marriage and Family) and inequality (Research in Social Stratification and Mobility). Others are focused on quantitative methods which 
are predominant in this cluster (Social Science Research, Social Indicators Research). But we also find most of the general, (mostly 
American) flagship journals of sociology within this cluster: the American Journal of Sociology, the American Sociological Review, the 
European Sociological Review, Social Forces, or Social Science Research. Moreover, all top 10 ranked journals in our sample are exclusively 
located in the vicinity of cluster 1. 

Located in the upper right, the journals corresponding to cluster 2 differ from this characterization. Two major outlets, Sociology - 
The Journal of the British Sociological Association and the British Journal of Sociology, are, as indicated by their names, predominantly 
British journals. Moreover, we find several other well-known journals, many of them located somewhere between the top 20 and top 40 
on the JCR Ranking. Some of these journals are dedicated to the specific objects of investigation of this cluster, like health (Sociology of 
Health and Illness) or identity and migration (Ethnic and Racial Studies); but we also find Qualitative Research which focuses on the 
methods applied in this cluster. Moreover, cluster 2 shares two major outlets with cluster 3: Time & Society, an interdisciplinary journal 
dedicated to the interplay of time and social phenomena; and Current Sociology, the journal of the International Sociological 
Association. 

Looking at the lower right of the plane, we see that apart from the two aforementioned outlets, cluster 3 corresponds to very few 
journals which publish empirical work on future perceptions in larger numbers. Sociological Review constitutes the only top 20 ranked 
journal which serves as an outlet for this cluster, while another major outlet, Organization Studies, like Time & Society, is qualified as a 
rather interdisciplinary journal. Indeed, much of the research comprised in this cluster is published in a variety of journals open to 
culturalist and constructivist sociological approaches, but in which future orientations have only played a subordinate role until now. 

This comparison shows that each of the three clusters is related to distinctive arenas of academic deliberation. In line with their 
differing research interests and methodological approaches, the research speaks to journals dedicated to different objects of investi-
gation and methods. More surprisingly, they also differ in their national origin and sociological reputation. It is striking that most 
major American journals are situated on the left, in vicinity to cluster 1, whereas we find various British (Sociological Review, Sociology, 
the British Journal of Sociology, Social Research Online) and internationally oriented journals (Current Sociology, Young) associated with 
cluster 2 and 3. 

Though not showing strong effects, an analysis of the national origin of authors’ affiliation pointed to the same national differ-
entiation: research in cluster 1 is mainly US scholarship, whereas cluster 2 and 3 are driven by British and “international” research. 
Perhaps an effect of the congruence of researchers and journals in terms of nationality, research in cluster 1 has mostly found its way 
into American journals, which happen to be also the most prestigious sociological journals, while cluster 2 research is concentrated in 
very respected but not top ranked journals that often have their location in European countries. Finally, it appears as if cluster 3, the 
youngest of our three research clusters, has so far developed only a few clearly identified journals that serve as their arenas of academic 
deliberation. The outlets in which sociologists more frequently discuss the contested construction of the future (cluster 3) are not 
exclusively sociological journals but speak to a larger, interdisciplinary audience. 

10. Conclusion and future research paths 

Though sociology as a discipline mostly orients itself toward the past and the present, our analysis has highlighted a small but 
expanding sociological literature that empirically studies perceptions of the future. Emanating from a sociology of knowledge 
perspective, we have systematically cartographed this field of research: we have explored its epistemological structure, its historical 
development, and its internal divisions. 

Drawing on a qualitatively driven mixed methods analysis of 571 journal articles, we have particularly identified three distinct 
research clusters within this field: The first considers aspirations as a quantifiable variable and investigates causal dependencies 
explaining the distribution and social consequences of aspirations. The second is interested in the gestalt of future perceptions and 
analyzes the multifaceted ways in which actors imagine the future. The third cluster is concerned with the contested construction and 
diffusion of future expectations and the role of power in these processes. Following the development of these three clusters over time, 
we find that interest in the future as a social fact has not only increased but also diversified. While early contributions in the 1960s were 
limited to cluster 1 studies and mainly inquired educational aspirations, the emergence of the second and third cluster since the 1990s 
is marked by new epistemological perspectives and connects to a much broader set of sociological themes – from migration to financial 
markets. This shift in research reflects the increasing relevance of more constructivist, interpretative, and culturalist approaches in 
sociology and probably also that future orientations of actors are especially amenable to qualitative research approaches. 

One striking finding of our analysis is the relative isolation of the three sociological research clusters interested in perceptions of the 
future. They have emerged at different points in time, relate to different sociological traditions and appear in different journal outlets. 
The relative neglect of substantial subjects, epistemological perspectives or methodologies prevailing in the other clusters seems, 
however, not so much to be justified in terms of substance. Rather, this mutual ignorance indicates a number of lacunae that could be 
overcome by more awareness of the field as a whole. Entangling the versatile approaches could open up new promising research paths. 
Building on the detailed analysis of each cluster we therefore want to emphasize four exemplary domains that illustrate the potential of 
more integrative perspectives and thus merit further scholarly attention. 

First, apart from cluster 2, research interested in the future as a social fact hardly takes advantage of frameworks provided by the 
sociology of time. A more nuanced understanding of expectations and their inherent temporality might, however, also prove beneficial 
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beyond this cluster. Scholars interested in the contested construction of the future (cluster 3) can particularly learn from social memory 
studies, which has long investigated how stories of the past are used to dominate the present (de Saint-Laurent, Brescó de Luna, Awad, 
& Wagoner, 2017; Tilly, 1994). Researchers might explore how the observed “politics of expectations” are linked to specific per-
ceptions of time – like the ideas of progress or nostalgia, long-term or short-term future – or how narrating the future often involves 
re-interpreting the past and present (Simko, 2018). Moreover, scholars interested in the causes and consequences of aspirations may 
gain by considering aspirations as multidimensional variables and integrating e.g. the contingency or temporal configuration of 
imagined futures into their models. In this context the quantitative–qualitative divide between the clusters is also striking. So far, very 
little use has been made of either mixed methods approaches or novel computational methods such as text mining. Both might enable 
researchers to account in detail for more complex and nuanced future perceptions while at the same time systematically linking this 
inquiry to a quantitative analysis of social structure and power. 

Second, the research field warrants a more comprehensive understanding of power, inequality and interpretative struggles related to 
perceptions of the future. What we called the politics of expectations is so far almost exclusively an issue within cluster 3. This research, 
however, often takes an interactionist micro-perspective with little mentioning of the role of social class, social inequality and social 
structure – all prominent topics in cluster 1. The focus could be stronger on the inequalities in shaping future perceptions and their 
structural preconditions. Who is able to enforce their vision and what classes, ethnicities or genders do have less of a say in the matters 
of the future? Vice versa, research could put more attention to the discursive construction of the future as a strategy of domination. 
Why are some futures generally considered too big to fail while others are negligible to societies? And how is actors’ actual and 
perceived agency affected by these imagined futures? While many studies acknowledge that controlling perceptions of the future is 
crucial for dominating the present, a more comprehensive analysis of the interrelation between power and expectations would be a 
much-warranted addition. 

Thirdly, it is mostly research in clusters 1 and 2 that relates future expectations to institutional factors. This, however, is hardly ever 
done in a truly comparative or historical perspective, approaches that one finds merely in cluster 3. To investigate variance in expec-
tations based on a comparison of different institutional setups would clearly generate highly interesting research findings. How are 
broad societal institutions such as national welfare states, patriarchy, political systems, and capitalism affecting future expectations 
prevalent in particular social settings? How are the velocity, tone, and persuasiveness of projected futures dependent on cultural 
frames (Cerulo, 2006)? The institutional and cultural embededdness of future orientations can probably be best examined from a 
comparative perspective. Studies that account for national “varieties of future expectations” may enable the detection of large-scale 
causes and consequences of specific imagined futures. Equally relevant would be the historical perspective. The lack of diachronic 
comparisons through the systematic scrutiny of past futures represents a research gap in the field we investigated. While historians 
increasingly explore “the history of the future” (Hölscher, 2016; Levy, 2017; Radkau, 2017), most sociologists focus on contemporary 
future expectations. A “historical sociology of the future” offers multiple paths of promising research. Its main potential is to recon-
struct how images of the future depend on specific historical contexts. We need to understand better how different historical epochs, 
acceleration, progress, and crises are linked to specific notions of the future (Beckert, 2017). Moreover, a historical perspective is well 
suited to account for “failed” futures, i.e. the role of wrong predictions, disappointed expectations, and forgotten utopias and the ways 
societies react to these unfulfilled future expectations – a topic that offers insights into how perceptions of the future affect the social 
world but finds little attention in either of the three clusters. 

A further topic, which we consider to hold particular potential for a more integrated perspective is the nexus of (digital) technology 
and imagined futures. Technology, either as an instrument to depict and pursue desired futures or as something that develops from 
expectations, is only a topic of research in cluster 3. However, it is also highly relevant to research interests associated with the other 
two clusters. While modern institutions such as markets, democracy, and scientific research rely on the notion of an open and 
contingent future, in much of the recent public discourse on algorithms, the future appears as (at least probabilistically) foreknowable 
or determined. Sociological analysis could address whether digital technologies affect the way actors perceive the future (cluster 2). 
How do new modes of algorithmic and technocratic governance as well as the ever increasing imperative to predict hamper our 
imaginary capacities? Technology could also become an important issue in stratification research (cluster 1). Social scientists can 
critically scrutinize the narrative of “neutral” algorithmic predictions and demonstrate how social prejudice and power are built into 
algorithmic models (O’Neil, 2017). How does the spread of (digital) technologies influence the opportunities of different social groups 
to imagine future social outcomes? And do actors’ aspirations still make a difference in a world governed by algorithmic prediction? 
The impact of digital technologies on imagined futures is relevant for economic, political, and environmental subjects already pre-
dominant in cluster 3, like the use of algorithmic trading in financial markets or the climate models in environmental studies. However, 
algorithmic forecasts are also increasingly important for, e.g., educational opportunities, partner selection, medical treatment or 
verdicts, i.e. domains that have been more associated with the other clusters. 

As these research paths emphasize, focusing on future perceptions encourages innovative research perspectives within and beyond 
established sociological paradigms. Images of the future orient individual and collective behavior and are thus relevant for the 
explanation of social outcomes (see already Bell & Mau, 1973). To consider the future more systematically as a social fact allows for 
new insights into many of the phenomena investigated by sociologists. The study of the emergence, diversification and structure of this 
research field shows that scholars increasingly see the research opportunities and possibilities for enlarging sociological knowledge by 
studying imagined futures – as they are reflected in actor expectations, aspirations, and future beliefs. It is a trajectory that hopefully 
has a bright future. 

J. Beckert and L. Suckert                                                                                                                                                                                             

ARTICLE IN PRESS 



Poetics xxx (xxxx) xxx

18

Appendix 

In this appendix we describe in detail our search strategy for assembling the set of 571 research articles which form the basis of our 
qualitatively driven mixed methods analyses. Each selected article had to meet the five criteria (a-e) outlined in Section 3. 

First, and most importantly, we searched the Web of Science (WOS) database for appropriate English language research articles. We 
searched for the terms “future”, “aspiration” or “expectation” to occur at least once in title, abstract or keywords of respective articles 
(referred to as “topic” by WOS).15 Applied to the WOS category “sociology” for the years 1950 to 2019 this search produced almost 
8500 results. By reading the titles and where necessary abstracts and further sections, for each result we decided whether criteria (d) 
and (e) were met. This search generated 431 relevant articles, i.e. 75% of our overall sample. Despite this large result, we were not 
wholly convinced these articles would capture the field comprehensively. To compensate for some of the selection bias inherent to 
WOS and in line with our qualitatively driven approach, we therefore complemented this search with three further search strategies. 

While WOS provides good coverage for recent years (though with a certain lag for the most recent two or three years, see footnote 
5), it is less comprehensive for the pre-digitalized era. We wanted to ensure that we captured at least all of the relevant articles in 
leading general sociology journals. Our second search strategy therefore considered the top 40 journals of WOS JCR Ranking for 
Sociology in 2017, ranked according to normalized Eigenfactor. We then chose those journals that according to their self-description 
classify as “general”, i.e. are not restricted to a specific strand of sociology (like Socio-Economic Review or Sociology of Education) nor to a 
specific methodology (like Qualitative Research or Social Networks). We thus searched all published issues of the American Journal of 
Sociology, the American Sociological Review, the British Journal of Sociology, Current Sociology, the European Sociological Review, Social 
Forces, Social Problems, Social Science Quarterly, Social Science Research, Sociological Forum, Sociological Review, Sociology - the Journal of 
the British Sociological Association (in alphabetical order), for relevant articles in the respective journals’ archive. This search generated 
additional 11 articles which met our criteria but were not included in WOS. 

The WOS category for sociology included 147 journals for the year 2017, presenting a diverse set of journals that are associated 
with sociology. The criteria for this selection are not entirely transparent and, as always, the boundaries of such selections can be 
contested (Leydesdorff & Bornmann, 2016). In particular we found that two major journals in which we knew sociological research on 
future orientations appeared were not included in the WOS category: Time & Society and Organization Studies. Aware of the inter-
disciplinarity of these two journals but also their relevance for the field we were trying to study, we first searched both archives for 
articles that met our criteria (b) to (e). In a second step, for each article we then determined whether it really qualified as sociological, 
according to a fixed set of criteria (see footnote 4). This mode of search identified a further 78 sociological articles that empirically 
study future orientations. 

Finally, in order to make sure we had not missed further major arenas of the research field, and to partly compensate for WOS 
emphasize on American journals, we conducted what may be termed a “traditional” literature search. We closely scrutinized the 
reference lists of articles (e.g. Borup et al., 2006; Coleman & Tutton, 2016; Mische, 2009; Mische, 2014; Tavory & Eliasoph, 2013) and 
books (e.g. Appadurai, 2013; Beckert, 2016; Daipha, 2015; Urry, 2016) that provided overview sections which then led us to further 
publications which met our criteria. Moreover, we consulted various colleagues working on related issues for further references. While 
this traditional search yielded 51 additional articles, it did not indicate new arenas or subfields, which had not yet been covered. 

Though the combination of these four search strategies has yielded a large, comprehensive sample, our text corpus has three major 
limitations: First, by relying only on English language articles our study captures the “international field” of sociology, but neglects that 
relevant research studying future orientations may also be conducted in more nationalized areas of sociology where other native 
languages are still predominant. Though the authors’ affiliations of the corpus are located in 36 different countries, we see a clear 
overrepresentation of authors from the US or the UK (42% and 23% of all articles).16 

Second, our search strategies started from the explicit mention of future, aspiration or expectation in potential texts. We assume 
that most scholarship that empirically studies future orientations will at some point mention one of these terms. Nevertheless, we 
might have missed sociological work that in some respect relates to future orientations but does so much less explicitly. This may be the 
case for the research strand emerging around Ulrich Beck’s assessment of “risk society”, which indeed pointed to an altered perception 
of the future but without explicitly mentioning it. 

Third, the decision to only focus on research articles and disregard scholarly monographs obviously limits our account of the 
research field. Important books, like for example Ely Chinoy’s (1955) seminal analysis of the aspirations of American automotive 
workers or Pierre Bourdieu’s (1979, French original in 1963) ethnographic study of the transformation of time horizons in Algeria 
during the 1950, are not included. We did not opt for this research choice out of disrespect for the book genre, but primarily out of 
methodological considerations. While reading, understanding and coding 571 articles is an extensive but feasible endeavor, finding all 
relevant books, as well as reading, understanding and coding them would have been unmanageable. The inclusion of books would have 
rendered any coherent coding and even more so any quantified approach of analysis impossible. Aware of this limitation, we are 
confident that our text corpus still provides a suitable overview of the research field, as book publications are more often than not 
accompanied or preceded by respective journal articles, which we cover in our sample (Chinoy, 1952). 

15 For search strategies beyond WOS we used the search engines provided by respective journals and adopted the same basic search syntax to filter 
potentially interesting articles as described above. If search engines did not allow to search titles, articles, and keywords, or if no search engines 
were available, we searched entire documents for occurrence of the three terms.  
16 Articles with at least one author from the US or the UK. 
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