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In this study, while systematically reviewing the futures literature and conceptually analyzing
“future images” and “future grand images,” a set of synonymous and related terms was first
identified, and the theoretical framework of grand images was defined, emphasizing
components such as the multiplicity of the future, the flexibility of the image, and the role of
collective memory. In fact, in the first part of the study, by reviewing all definitions and
theoretical approaches in the field of future images and grand images, it became clear that the
main difference between the two lies in the level of analysis and their temporal and spatial
scope: While “future images” focus on a specific area or topic in the medium term, “futurel
grand images” focus on interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral interactions, cover a very long-
term period and a transnational scale, and have attempted to consider all economic, social,
cultural, environmental, and technological dimensions in an integrated framework. In the next
step, using a combined qualitative-quantitative approach, about 200 selected articles from the
Web of Science database (1950-2025) were reviewed and in the qualitative section, conceptual
dimensions were extracted using the content analysis method; then, the bibliographic data of
the articles, including authors, keywords, and references, were post-processed, and co-citation
maps and thematic clusters were drawn using VOSviewer software. The findings of the
scientometric section were that the publication of articles in the field of "future images" has
increased exponentially after 2000, and the focal points of research are in developed countries;
topics such as educational futures studies, public policy, technological innovation, and social
psychology have received more attention than other fields. On the other hand, the citation
network maps indicated that concepts such as "future multiplicity,” "scenario-making," and
"sustainability" have become hubs in the scientific structure of this field.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Images of the future serve as cognitive and
motivational anchors that shape individual and
collective decision-making. While the concept
of “future images” has been explored
extensively—encompassing forecasts,
scenarios, and mental models—the strategic
notion of a “grand image” or “mega image”
remains underdeveloped despite its pivotal role
in guiding long-term policy and societal
transformation. A grand image transcends
isolated scenarios by offering an integrative,
system-level perspective that aligns diverse
stakeholder aspirations into a shared vision. In
an era of accelerating technological innovation,
climate uncertainty, and socio-political flux,
crafting robust grand images is critical for
enhancing strategic coherence and resilience.
This research addresses two principal gaps.
First, it establishes a unified conceptual
framework for the grand image of the future by
synthesizing terminologies from futures studies,
sociological theory, and information mapping.
Second, it empirically charts the evolution and
structure of grand-image scholarship via
scientometric analysis. By bridging conceptual
refinement with empirical evidence, the study
aims to equip scholars, planners, and
policymakers with analytical tools and
actionable insights necessary for designing and
legitimizing grand images that are both
visionary and evidence-based.

Methodology

A sequential mixed-methods approach guided
this research in two distinct phases:

Qualitative Conceptual Analysis Literature
Collection: A systematic review identified 60
cornerstone publications (books and articles)
from futures studies, sociology, and information
science that discuss future images or related
concepts. Keywords included “future images,”
“grand image,” “megatrends,” and “big
picture.”

Thematic Analysis: Employing Braun and
Clarke’s six-phase framework, textual excerpts
were coded to reveal underlying dimensions.
Three core dimensions emerged:

Multiplicity of Futures: Recognition that
multiple, divergent futures can coexist as

alternative possibilities rather than a single
forecast.

Image Flexibility: The capacity of an image to
adapt dynamically to new data, stakeholder
feedback, and emerging trends.

Collective Memory: The role of cultural
narratives, myths, and historical consciousness
in shaping shared expectations of the future.
Quantitative Scientometric Mapping

Data Retrieval: Web of Science was queried for
articles published between 1950 and 2025 using
Boolean expressions: "Futures images" OR
"Image of the future”™ OR (grand image AND
future). After screening for relevance, 200
articles were retained.

Data Preprocessing: Bibliographic metadata—
titles, authors, institutional affiliations,
keywords, and  citation  counts—were
standardized. Synonyms and variant author
names were unified.

Network Analysis: Using VOSviewer, we
generated:

Co-citation Networks: To identify major
intellectual hubs (e.g., scenario planning,
sustainability futures, social psychology of
future).

Keyword Co-occurrence Clusters: To uncover
thematic groupings and research frontiers.
Temporal Overlay Visualizations: To track the
emergence and maturation of grand-image
discourse post-2000. Case Study and Expert
Validation: A panel of five futures-studies
experts conducted qualitative content analysis
on Iran’s “Second Step” national vision
statement. Through iterative coding and
consensus workshops, four strategic themes
were extracted and validated as components of
a coherent grand image.

Results and discussion

The integration of qualitative and quantitative
findings yields several insights:

Conceptual Clarity and Dimensions Thematic
analysis confirmed that a grand image must
balance breadth (multiplicity) with depth
(flexibility) and be anchored in collective
memory to achieve cultural resonance. This
three-dimensional framework clarifies how
grand images differ from narrow scenarios: they
articulate a system-level narrative that can
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accommaodate diverse pathways and stakeholder
interpretations.

Scientometric Trends Publication Trajectory: A
steep increase in futures-studies publications
since the early 2000s reflects growing academic
and practical interest.

Core Hubs: Co-citation networks reveal
scenario planning (e.g., Schwartz, 1991),
sustainability futures (e.g., Dator, 2009), and
psychological dimensions of future perception
as foundational clusters.

Research Frontiers: Keyword co-occurrence
highlights ~ emergent  themes:  scenario
narratives, future multiplicity, participatory
foresight, and digital futures mapping.
Grand-Image Gap: Only 13 % of the analyzed
articles directly engage with the concept of a
grand image, indicating a substantive
conceptual diffusion and a need for focused
scholarship.

Case Study Insights The expert panel’s analysis
of the “Second Step” vision statement distilled
four interrelated themes:

Revolutionary Values: Ideological foundations
that convey purpose and unity.

Civilizational Outlook: Framing national
development within a broader historical and
cultural continuum.

Development  Strategies:  Sector-specific
roadmaps for education, industry, and
technology.

Civic Participation: Mechanisms for inclusive
engagement and co-creation. These themes
were synthesized into a cohesive grand image
that demonstrates methodological feasibility: a
structured extraction of strategic narratives from
policy texts can yield a legitimate, motivating,
and actionable vision.

Implications for Practice Policy Design:
Policymakers can leverage the grand-image
framework to align sectoral strategies under a
unified narrative, thus enhancing coherence and
buy-in.

Participatory  Futures: Involving diverse
stakeholders in grand-image development
ensures representativeness and reduces socio-
cultural bias.

Digital Narrative Tools: Integrating
VOSviewer-style mapping with interactive
storytelling platforms can enable real-time co-
creation and iterative refinement of grand
images.

Conclusion

This research advances both theory and practice
by articulating a clear conceptualization of the
grand image of the future and empirically
mapping its scholarly contours. The proposed
three-dimensional ~ framework—multiplicity,
flexibility, collective memory—provides a
diagnostic lens for evaluating and designing
grand  images.  Scientometric  mapping
illuminates the intellectual structure of the field
and exposes critical gaps, notably the
underrepresentation of grand-image—focused
studies. The case study confirms that policy
documents can serve as rich substrates for
extracting strategic narratives, provided that
expert-driven content analysis is applied.

To foster robust grand-image practice—
particularly in non-Western contexts—the study
recommends: (1) developing localized
scientometric infrastructures that integrate
English and Farsi publications; (2) expanding
participatory, field-based futures workshops to
harness diverse stakeholder perspectives; and
(3) adopting digital narrative-mapping tools to
support iterative co-creation. By bridging
conceptual rigor with empirical mapping and
participatory methodologies, futures scholars
and policymakers can craft inclusive, evidence-
based grand images that galvanize collective
action toward sustainable, resilient futures.
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