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Sociality and intergenerational transfer of older adults’ nostalgia
Tim Wildschut , Constantine Sedikides and Sara Robertson

Psychology Department, University of Southampton, Southampton, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
Interest in nostalgia has blossomed, yet its nature in older adulthood and potential for
intergenerational transfer to younger adults has remained neglected. In Experiment 1, we
focused on the content of older adults’ nostalgic (vs. ordinary) recollections and asked
whether older adults’ nostalgia could be transferred to younger adults. We showed that
nostalgia expressed in older adults’ narratives was positively associated with nostalgia
reported by young-adult readers. In Experiment 2, undergraduates read a nostalgic or
ordinary narrative written by an older adult. Then they rated their own nostalgia as well as
their perceived social connectedness, self-continuity, and meaning in life. Exposure to older
adults’ nostalgic (vs. ordinary) narratives promoted concurrent nostalgia among young adults,
along with associated psychological benefits (social connectedness, self-continuity, meaning).
The findings illustrate the potential for intergenerational transfer of nostalgia through written
narratives, and attest to the universality of nostalgic themes across younger and older adults.
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Nostalgia is defined as “a sentimental longing or wistful
affection for the past” (The New Oxford Dictionary of
English, 1998, p. 1266). The emotion is triggered when
meaningful memories about one’s past are brought to
mind (Hepper, Ritchie, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2012; Wild-
schut, Sedikides, Arndt, & Routledge, 2006). Typically, nos-
talgic recollections are bittersweet (albeit more sweet
than bitter), feature interactions between the self and
close others in the context of momentous life events
(e.g., anniversaries, holidays, graduations), and are
imbued with fondness, tenderness, and warmth (Hepper
et al., 2012; Holak & Havlena, 1998; Sedikides & Wildschut,
2016a). Nostalgia is prevalent and universal, occurring fre-
quently in both the young and the old (Hepper, Wild-
schut, Sedikides, Robertson, & Routledge, 2018;
Madoglou, Gkinopoulos, Xanthopoulos, & Kalamaras,
2017) and across many cultures (Hepper et al., 2014;
Zhou, Wildschut, Sedikides, Shi, & Feng, 2012). Further,
nostalgia is a resource, serving social, self-oriented, and
existential functions (Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge,
Arndt, Hepper, et al., 2015).

Functions of nostalgia: social, self-oriented,
existential

Nostalgia fulfils a social function (Sedikides, Wildschut, Juhl,
& Cheung, in press). In particular, nostalgic recollections are
replete with descriptions of relationships and social inter-
actions (Abeyta, Routledge, Roylance, Wildschut, & Sedi-

kides, 2015; Holak & Havlena, 1992; Wildschut et al.,
2006). Moreover, nostalgizing increases social connected-
ness, defined as a sense of acceptance and belongingness.
Specifically, nostalgizing (relative to engaging in ordinary
autobiographical recollection) increases feelings of being
connected to others, as well as being loved, protected,
and supported (Hepper et al., 2012; Wildschut et al.,
2006; Zhou, Sedikides, Wildschut, & Gao, 2008).

Nostalgia also fulfils a self-oriented function (Sedikides
& Wildschut, 2016b). In particular, it elevates self-esteem
(Hepper et al., 2012; Wildschut et al., 2006) and promotes
perceptions of youthfulness (Abeyta & Routledge, 2016),
optimism (Cheung, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2016; Cheung
et al., 2013), psychological growth (Baldwin & Landau,
2014; Stephan et al., 2015), authenticity (Baldwin, Biernat,
& Landau, 2015; Stephan, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2012),
and determination to pursue one’s valued goals (Sedikides
et al., 2018). Importantly, nostalgia increases self-continuity
(a sense of connection between one’s past and one’s
present; Sedikides et al., 2016; Sedikides, Wildschut, Routle-
dge, & Arndt, 2015), which is positively related to psycho-
logical (McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, & Bowman,
2001) and physical (Wohl et al., 2018) wellbeing.

Lastly, nostalgia fulfils an existential function (Sedi-
kides & Wildschut, 2017). In particular, it fosters percep-
tions of life as both meaningful and purposeful
(Leunissen, Sedikides, Wildschut, & Cohen, 2018; Routle-
dge et al., 2011; Routledge, Wildschut, Sedikides, Juhl, &
Arndt, 2012). Of the social, self-oriented, and existential
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functions, we will focus on social connectedness, self-con-
tinuity, and meaning in the current article.

Nostalgia in older adulthood

Despite the commonly held assumption that people
become more nostalgic as they progress through life
(Davis, 1979), the evidence suggests otherwise. Hepper
et al. (2018) assessed nostalgia in adults aged 18–91
years, and found that nostalgia peaked in both younger
(below age 30) and older (above age 75) adulthood. Con-
sistent with the discontinuity hypothesis (Davis, 1979; Sedi-
kides, Wildschut, Gaertner, Routledge, & Arndt, 2008), these
findings suggest that nostalgia is most prevalent among
persons undergoing life transitions—younger or older.
Younger adults face transitions such as moving away
from home for the first time, whereas older adults face
transitions such as retiring from full-time employment.

A good deal of research has been concerned with the
content and functions of nostalgia in younger adults (Rou-
tledge, Wildschut, Sedikides, & Juhl, 2013; Sedikides & Wild-
schut, 2016b; Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, Arndt,
Hepper, et al., 2015). However, the nature of nostalgia in
older adults has largely been neglected (cf. Hepper et al.,
2012; Henkel, Kris, Birney, & Krauss, 2017). Our first objec-
tive was to redress this imbalance by investigating the
content of nostalgic recollections in older adulthood.

Interpersonal transfer of nostalgia

Our second, and more important, objective was to find out
whether nostalgia can be transferred interpersonally and,
specifically, from older to younger adults. There are three
categories of common nostalgia triggers: negative affect
(e.g., bad mood or loneliness; Wildschut et al., 2006),
sensory inputs (e.g., music or scents; Reid, Green, Wildschut,
& Sedikides, 2015; Routledge et al., 2011), and social inter-
actions (Wildschut, Bruder, Robertson, Van Tilburg, & Sedi-
kides, 2014; Wildschut et al., 2006). Our focus aligns most
closely with the third category of these triggers.

An example of the social or communicative function of
emotions (Leary, Landel, & Patton, 1996) is interpersonal
emotion transfer (IET). This is a process whereby one’s
emotional state can influence another’s, such that both
individuals achieve the same or similar emotional end-
state (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). Although
there is some debate about the optimal explanation for
IET effects (i.e., a direct mimicry and facial feedback mech-
anism vs. an indirect process enacted via changes in
appraisals; Parkinson, 2011), there is little debate about
their potency. For example, listening to recordings of
happy-, neutral-, or sad-toned voices produces correspond-
ing mood ratings in participants (Neumann & Strack, 2000),
observers’ levels of anxiety or excitement predict partici-
pants’ levels of anxiety or excitement during everyday
decision-making (Parkinson & Simons, 2009), and exposure
to films in which an actor describes their happiest or

saddest life events yield congruent facial expressions and
self-reported emotions in participants (Hsee, Hatfield,
Carlson, & Chemtob, 1990).

We examined whether nostalgia is transferrable
between older and younger adults.

We advanced the boundaries of the IET literature in
three ways. First, in contrast to most IET research that has
capitalised on interpersonal contact (via face-to-face
exchanges, video links, or audio recordings: Neumann &
Strack, 2000; Parkinson, Phiri, & Simons, 2012; Parkinson
& Simons, 2009), we exposed participants to written narra-
tives. Second, we were concerned with nostalgia, a
complex emotion (Hepper et al., 2012; Sedikides & Wild-
schut, 2016a), rather than a “basic” emotional state. Third,
nostalgic narratives contain idiosyncratic information
about the writer’s life—information that is largely irrelevant
to readers (Abeyta et al., 2015; Wildschut et al., 2006). We
addressed whether IET effects are obtained even under
such circumstances.

Overview

Across two studies, we examined the content of older
adults’ nostalgic narratives and their potential to transfer
nostalgia, along with its concurrent benefits, to younger
adults. In Experiment 1, we investigated the content of nos-
talgic (vs. ordinary) narratives in older adults using a novel
combination of coding methods. We asked whether older
adults’ narratives produce nostalgic feelings in younger
adults who read them (i.e., the coders). In Experiment 2,
we focused specifically on the intergenerational transfer
of nostalgia by presenting older adults’ narratives to
young-adult participants. We asked whether nostalgic nar-
ratives evoke nostalgia in younger readers, and whether
this in turn increases nostalgia’s putative benefits (i.e.,
social connectedness, self-continuity, meaning).

Experiment 1

In Experiment 1, we focused on nostalgia in older adult-
hood aiming to provide a preliminary demonstration of
nostalgia’s potential for interpersonal and intergenera-
tional transferability.

Content analysis

We examined narrative content through a combination of
manual coding methods and Linguistic Inquiry and Word
Count (LIWC; Pennebaker, Chung, Ireland, Gonzalez, &
Booth, 2007), a word-level text analysis programme. LIWC
accesses psychologically meaningful constructs using
language markers. Specifically, it classifies and counts
words into categories on the basis of an internal dictionary
(Pennebaker & Francis, 1996). The study of linguistic style
can yield valuable information, which is missing in more
readily observable speech and writing content (Kahn,
Tobin, Massey, & Anderson, 2007). For example, use of
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first-person singular pronouns such as I, me, my and mine
denote greater self-focus and lesser social integration
(Rude, Gortner, & Pennebaker, 2004; Stirman & Pennebaker,
2001). Conversely, use of first-person plural pronouns such
as we, us and our is indicative of greater social integration,
focus on others, and more favorable health outcomes (Pen-
nebaker & Stone, 2003; Stone & Pennebaker, 2002).

LIWC cannot always account for the meaning or context
of the entire narrative, because it codes each word inde-
pendently of all the others (Chung & Pennebaker, 2007).
To address this limitation, we also applied a coding
scheme to the narratives with the help of expert coders.
We aimed to identify narrative-level content by judging,
for example, the extent to which participants expressed
companionship. Coders made global ratings of the
content and meaning of the narratives while accounting
for context and linguistic devices such as colloquial
language, sarcasm, and homonyms.

We focused primarily on nostalgia’s social content, given
its prominence in prior research (Abakoumkin, Wildschut,
Sedikides, & Bakarou, 2017; Sedikides,Wildschut, Routledge,
Arndt, Hepper, et al., 2015; Sedikides et al., in press) and its
putative relevance in older adults. According to socioemo-
tional selectivity theory, limited time is associated with
prioritisation of close relationships over other goals (Car-
stensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999). Nostalgia may be
one means through which older adults re-establish proxi-
mity with close others (Hepper et al., 2018). We compared
older adults’ nostalgic recollections to their ordinary auto-
biographical recollections. The inclusion of an ordinary-
recollection control condition is important, because prior
large-scale language analyses have demonstrated that
older (vs. younger) adults use words that denote greater
social focus and lesser self-focus across both emotional
andordinary topics (Pennebaker & Stone, 2003).Wehypoth-
esised that older adults’nostalgic (vs. ordinary) recollections
would be more imbued with sociality.

Intergenerational transfer

We examined whether nostalgia could be transferred inter-
personally by assessing levels of nostalgia among coders.
The IET literature has implemented a range of methods to
assess observers’ emotional states, including self-report
(Hsee et al., 1990; Neumann & Strack, 2000), daily diaries
(Parkinson & Simons, 2009), and facial expressions (Hsee
et al., 1990). Congruentwith prior research that has included
assessment of state nostalgia (Hepper et al., 2012; Stephan,
Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2012; Wildschut et al., 2006), we
used self-ratings—integrated into the coding scheme—to
access this information. Our methodology allowed us to
address the potential of nostalgia to be transferred interge-
nerationally, given that the coders were younger adults.
Although some studies have tested the likelihood of
emotion transfer between high- and low-status persons
(Hsee et al., 1990), most research has been unconcerned
with perceived or actual differences between actors and

targets. Moreover, no research has examined intergenera-
tional emotion transfer, especially involving nostalgia in
older adulthood. Thus, it is unclear whether the themes of
older adults’ nostalgic recollections would be sufficiently
similar to those of younger adults for emotion transfer to
occur.Weengaged in apreliminary test of nostalgia’s poten-
tial to be transferred between older and younger adults. We
hypothesised that IET would occur, and that ratings of state
nostalgia in the younger adult coders would be higher after
reading nostalgic than ordinary narratives.

Method

Participants, design, and power
Participants were a community sample of 40 older adult
volunteers (21 women) aged between 50 and 83 years
(Mage = 60.05, SDage = 7.82) and residing in Southampton.
We excluded one participant, because she did not follow
instructions. Participants recalled a nostalgic and an ordin-
ary event in a within-subjects design. Assuming an effect
size of d = 0.5 and a two-tailed α = .05, 34 participants
would secure power = .80. We recruited a slightly higher
number to safeguard against potential exclusions.

Procedure
Participants completed a within-subjects variation of the
Event Reflection Task (Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge,
Arndt, Hepper, et al., 2015). We instructed participants to
recall and describe a nostalgic and an ordinary autobiogra-
phical event (counterbalanced). They completed a filler
task (i.e., solving anagrams) between the two event
descriptions to reduce the possibility of carryover effects.
Instructions for the nostalgic [ordinary] event read:

Please bring to mind a nostalgic [ordinary] event in your
life. Specifically, try to think of a past event that makes you
feel most nostalgic [is ordinary]. Please write down four
keywords relevant to this nostalgic [ordinary] event (i.e.,
words that describe this experience). Using the space pro-
vided below, for the next few minutes we would like you to
write about this nostalgic [ordinary] event. Immerse your-
self into this experience. Describe the experience and
how it makes you feel. Be as thorough as possible in
describing how you are feeling.

Content analysis
Participants generated 78 nostalgic and ordinary narratives
with a mean length of 101.44 words (SDlength = 42.61). We
analyzed these narratives using LIWC and a coding
scheme. LIWC works according to an internal dictionary
of approximately 4500 words, and counts the percentage
of words in each category to produce an output on 80
dimensions. Thus, each narrative received one total word
count score and a set of percentage scores for each
language dimension. The LIWC dictionary classified
88.07% of words on average within the narratives (SD =
4.98%), slightly exceeding LIWC’s average rate of capture
(86%; Pennebaker et al., 2007).
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In addition, the third author (SR) applied a detailed
coding scheme (Table S1, available online as supplemental
material) to assess social content that could not be
accessed via LIWC (i.e., dimensions requiring contextual
understanding rather than word-level analysis). These
were social interaction and companionship (0 =minimal,
3 = very much). In a pilot study (N = 20), we established
acceptable Spearman-Brown interrater reliabilities for
these coding scheme items (average r = .86, p < .001).
Thus, coders trained to use the scheme can effectively
and reliably assess the dimensions of interest. We
present correlations between the LIWC- and manually-
coded dimensions in Table S2, available online as sup-
plemental material.

IET
To investigate transmission of older adults’ nostalgia to
younger adults, SR and three research assistants indepen-
dently read each narrative and then immediately rated
(1) the level of nostalgia within the narrative, and (2)
their own nostalgia in response to reading the narrative
(0 = not at all, 3 = very much; Table S1). Final analyses
excluded SR’s ratings, because she was aware of the IET
hypothesis (inclusion of her ratings did not alter results).
The research assistants were unaware of narrative type
(nostalgic vs. ordinary) or the IET hypothesis. They had
one week to complete their ratings of the 78 narratives
and were allowed to do so in multiple sittings.

Results

Word count
We present descriptive statistics and significance tests in
Table 1. Participants wrote significantly more about nostal-
gic than ordinary events. LIWC controls for word count

differences by expressing scores as percentages of total
word count. Ancillary analyses of manually coded variables
revealed that controlling for word count did not alter
results.

LIWC social content
Analysis of content relating to social processes (an index of
all social content including words relating to close others,
social pronouns, and verbs suggestive of human inter-
action) revealed that nostalgic narratives contained more
frequent references to social processes than ordinary nar-
ratives. We also analyzed separately social content
related to family (e.g., daughter, husband), friends (e.g.,
buddy, friend), and humans (references to people but not
specifically close others—e.g., adult, baby, boy). Family-
related words featured significantly more frequently in
nostalgic than ordinary narratives. However, nostalgic
and ordinary narratives did not differ in use of friends-
related or humans-related content. We focused next on
pronoun use. Nostalgic (vs. ordinary) narratives contained
a lower frequency of first-person singular pronouns,
suggesting reduced self-focus. Furthermore, nostalgic (vs.
ordinary) narratives contained a higher frequency of first-
person plural pronouns, suggesting increased emphasis
on social interactions.

Coded social content
Next, we turned to manually coded social interaction and
companionship within the narratives. We describe
examples of high- and low-scoring narratives for each of
the coding scheme items in Table S1. Nostalgic (vs. ordin-
ary) narratives featured more frequent references to social
interaction and stronger expressions of companionship
(Table 1).

IET
Three research assistants rated the extent to which partici-
pants expressed nostalgia in their narratives (narrative nos-
talgia) and the extent to which these narratives made the
coders feel nostalgic (transferred nostalgia, our preliminary
index of IET). We averaged these ratings across the three
coders. There were significant differences on both items.
Nostalgic (relative to ordinary) narratives contained
greater expressions of nostalgia and, supporting the IET
hypothesis, conferred greater nostalgia on the coders.

To further test the IET hypothesis, we examined the cor-
relations between coders’ ratings of narrative and trans-
ferred nostalgia. To partial out condition effects, we first
calculated these correlations separately for nostalgic and
ordinary narratives (within-group correlations). Next, we
applied a Fisher z transformation to these within-group
correlations and then pooled them. In a final step, we
back-transformed the pooled Fisher z values to correlation
coefficients (Table 2).

For each coder, we present the correlation between
ratings of narrative and transferred nostalgia on the diag-
onal of Table 2 (within-coder correlations). The average

Table 1. Means (standard deviations) for the LIWC and manually coded
dimensions as a function of narrative type (nostalgic vs. ordinary) in
Experiment 1.

Narrative type

Dimension Nostalgic Ordinary t(38) d

Word count 107.90 (48.56) 94.97 (35.15) 2.27* 0.36
LIWC social content
Social processes 9.46 (4.51) 5.28 (4.35) 4.27*** 0.68
Family 1.92 (1.90) 0.57 (1.16) 4.33*** 0.69
Friends 0.34 (0.63) 0.29 (0.68) 0.30 0.05
Humans 0.94 (1.16) 0.55 (0.94) 1.58 0.25
First person
singular

5.20 (4.17) 7.22 (3.76) −2.97** −0.48

First person plural 2.40 (2.65) 0.85 (1.73) 4.17*** 0.67
Coded social content
Social interaction 1.33 (1.18) 0.64 (1.04) 3.32** 0.53
Companionship 1.59 (1.09) 0.51 (0.85) 5.15*** 0.82

Nostalgia
Narrative nostalgia 2.21 (0.57) 0.27 (0.45) 18.83*** 3.02
Transferred
nostalgia

0.92 (0.59) 0.08 (0.21) 9.51*** 1.52

Note: Results for coded social content are based on ratings by the third
author (SR). Results for narrative and transferred nostalgia are based on
the average ratings of three research assistants.

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

MEMORY 1033



within-coder correlation strongly supported the IET
hypothesis: r(39) = .62, p < .001. However, these corre-
lations could be inflated by a need for consistency (i.e.,
coders may feel compelled to align their ratings of narra-
tive and transferred nostalgia) or demand characteristic
(i.e., coders could have inferred the IET hypothesis and
adjusted their ratings to confirm it). To address these pos-
sibilities, we examined between-coder correlations (off-
diagonal values in Table 2). The correlations demonstrated
that the degree of narrative nostalgia assessed by one
coder significantly predicted the intensity of transferred
nostalgia in other coders (with one exception). The
average between-coder correlation was medium-sized
and supported the IET hypothesis: r(39) = .33, p = .038. IET
occurred, then, during the coding process, as greater
written expressions of nostalgia were associated with
stronger feelings of nostalgia in those who read them.

Discussion

Sociality
The current experiment provided a novel perspective on
older adults’ nostalgia by examining language use as
both an explicit and implicit measure of memory content.
Nostalgia is socially oriented in older adults, containing
increased social language, references to close others, and
descriptions of social situations. Specifically, nostalgic (vs.
ordinary) narratives included more frequent words relating
to social processes and family. This pattern is consistent
with recent findings that nostalgia particularly increases
perceived social support from family (Zou, Lee, Wildschut,
& Sedikides, 2018). Nostalgic (relative to ordinary) narra-
tives contained more frequent first-person plural pro-
nouns, more social interaction, and stronger expressions
of companionship. Also, nostalgic narratives contained
less frequent use of first-person singular pronouns,
suggesting less self-focus and more social-focus (Chung
& Pennebaker, 2007).

Results showed that, in older adults, nostalgic recollec-
tions are highly social. An important question for future
research is whether the nostalgic memories of older
adults differ in this regard from those of younger
adults, whose nostalgic reverie also prominently features
close others (Abeyta et al., 2015; Wildschut et al., 2006). A
basic tenet of socioemotional selectivity theory is that,
with advancing age, people come to view their life

span as limited and increasingly emphasise the impor-
tance of social relations and meaning in life (Carstensen
et al., 1999). Yet, paradoxically, bereavements and poor
health may render older adults vulnerable to social iso-
lation (Victor, Scambler, Bowling, & Bond, 2005). Under
these circumstances, nostalgia may play a vital role in
establishing at least a symbolic connection with
significant others (Mills & Coleman, 1994). We would
therefore expect nostalgic recollections of older adults
to portray more social relationships than those of
younger adults.

IET
Coders reported higher levels of transferred nostalgia
after reading nostalgic (vs. ordinary) narratives. Further-
more, the extent to which the narratives expressed nos-
talgia (narrative nostalgia) and the extent to which
these narratives made the coders feel nostalgic (trans-
ferred nostalgia) were positively correlated. These find-
ings indicate that nostalgia is communicable to others.
This communication facet warrants further investigation,
as it implies that nostalgia is transferrable via written nar-
ratives. This would align nostalgia with other emotions
(e.g., excitement, anxiety, happiness, sadness, anger,
inspiration) that can be transferred between persons
(Fischer, Rotteveel, Evers, & Manstead, 2004; Hsee et al.,
1990; Neumann & Strack, 2000; Parkinson & Simons,
2009; Thrash, Maruskin, Moldovan, Oleynick, & Belzak,
2017; see also Van Tilburg, Bruder, Wildschut, Sedikides,
& Göritz, 2018). We examined this possibility further in
Experiment 2.

Our follow-up experiment also addressed several limit-
ations of Experiment 1. First, the IET analyses in Exper-
iment 1 involved a small “audience” of three expert
coders. This raises the legitimate question whether their
responses were representative of younger adults in
general. To address this, Experiment 2 examined the
intergenerational transfer of nostalgia in a much larger
sample of undergraduate students. Second, although
coders were unaware of narrative type (nostalgic vs.
ordinary) and research hypotheses, we cannot rule out
that they were influenced by demand characteristics.
For example, in the process of coding both types of nar-
rative, they may have quickly detected a bimodal distri-
bution in nostalgic content and then accentuated this
in subsequent ratings. To reduce potential demand
effects in Experiment 2, we implemented a between-sub-
jects design. Younger adult participants read a single nar-
rative written by an older adult that either depicted a
nostalgic or ordinary autobiographical experience. Third,
coders in Experiment 1 used single items to rate, respect-
ively, narrative and transferred nostalgia. According to
classical test theory, multi-item measures are more
reliable than single-item ones, all other things being
equal (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). In Experiment 2, we
therefore assessed transferred nostalgia with a validated

Table 2. Correlations between ratings of narrative nostalgia and transferred
nostalgia in Experiment 1.

Transferred nostalgia

Narrative Nostalgia Coder 1 Coder 2 Coder 3

Coder 1 .51*** .43** .40*
Coder 2 .32* .74*** .11
Coder 3 .41** .32* .58***

Note: Tabled values are pooled within-group correlations (N = 39). Within-
coder correlations are presented on the diagonal (in boldface). Off-diag-
onal values are between-coder correlations.

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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and reliable 3-item measure (Sedikides, Wildschut, Rou-
tledge, Arndt, Hepper, et al., 2015).

Experiment 2

Experiment 1 identified a potential interpersonal (and
intergenerational) emotion transfer effect, whereby
young-adult coders rated their own levels of nostalgia as
greater after they had coded an older adult’s nostalgic
(vs. ordinary) narrative. In Experiment 2, we engaged in a
more detailed examination of this phenomenon. We
addressed several issues.

First, we implemented a between-subjects design to
test whether nostalgia is elicited through exposure to an
unknown other’s description of a nostalgic (vs. ordinary)
episode. We assessed whether nostalgia is transferrable
in a larger sample (vs. a small group of expert coders)
using a validated and reliable nostalgia assessment (vs. a
single coding scheme item). Expanding upon the interge-
nerational aspect of Experiment 1, we tested whether nos-
talgic recollections of older adults confer nostalgia on
younger adults. Second, we asked whether transferred nos-
talgia, in turn, fulfils the functions of social connectedness,
self-continuity, and meaning in life.

We presented participants with a sample of narratives
written by older adults in Experiment 1 and instructed
them to rate their level of nostalgia, as well as social con-
nectedness, self-continuity, meaning, and liking for the
author. We hypothesised that participants who read a nos-
talgic (vs. ordinary) narrative would experience higher
levels of nostalgia, which, in turn, would foster social con-
nectedness, self-continuity, and meaning in life.

Method

Participants, design, and power
We tested 370 University of Southampton undergraduates.
Given that a key objective was to investigate intergenera-
tional transfer of nostalgia from older to younger adults,
we excluded 14 participants who were aged 30 or over.
We excluded four additional participants who did not
follow instructions (see below), resulting in a final sample
of 352 participants (297 female, 38 men, 17 unidentified)
aged between 18 and 28 years (Mage = 20.03, SDage =

1.68). Testing occurred online in exchange for course credit.
We presented participants with one of five nostalgic narra-
tives (n = 191) or one of five ordinary narratives (n = 161).
Following recommendations by Judd, Westfall, and
Kenny (2012), we treated the 10 narratives (five nostalgic,
five ordinary) as a random variable. By so doing, we
acknowledged that the selected narratives were a sample
from a larger population of narratives to which we
wished to generalise. In terms of Judd, Westfall, and
Kenny’s (2017) design typology, we used an NNNT

design: participants were nested within narratives, and
both narratives and participants were nested within exper-
imental condition (nostalgic vs. ordinary narrative).

Completion of Experiment 2 predated the availability of
Judd et al.’s (2017) software application for calculating
power in designs with two nested random variables
(http://jakewestfall.org/two_factor_power). We assumed
that a relatively large sample size would safeguard power
(in a between-subjects design with a single random vari-
able, N = 352 yields power = .997, assuming d = 0.5 and
two-tailed α = .05). We now know that this assumption is
justified only when the proportion of total variance in the
observations attributable to mean differences among nar-
ratives (denoted as VT) is small. We report VT and observed
power in Table 3.

Procedure
We present the 10 narratives used in Experiment 2 in Table
S3, available online as supplemental material. We selected
randomly these narratives from the original pool of 78 nar-
ratives in Experiment 1, once we removed 19 outliers in
narrative length (> 1 SD above or below the mean word
count). This resulted in 10 narratives (five nostalgic, five
ordinary), with a mean word count of 83.80 (SD = 24.04)
for nostalgia narratives and 87.40 (SD = 19.32) for ordinary
narratives. We instructed participants to “take a few
minutes to read and reflect on the memory narrative
written below.” To emphasise that the narrative they
were reading described a real event, we informed them:
“this is a genuine description of a past event which was
recalled and written by an older adult.” We did not give
the author’s exact age. Once participants had proceeded
to the next screen, we prompted them to click to confirm
that they had read the narrative as instructed. Four

Table 3. Means (standard deviations) and significance tests as a function of narrative type (nostalgic vs. ordinary) in Experiment 2.

Narrative type

Dependent variable Nostalgic Ordinary F(1, ddf) d VT 1-β

Transferred nostalgia 3.93 (1.63) 2.76 (1.51) 38.25*** 0.74 .008 1
Social connectedness 4.23 (1.39) 2.96 (1.39) 18.81** 0.92 .076 .977
Self-continuity 4.33 (1.49) 3.14 (1.50) 54.86*** 0.80 0 1
Meaning 4.36 (1.54) 3.15 (1.65) 11.91** 0.75 .085 .875
Liking for author 5.43 (0.98) 4.76 (1.14) 7.08* 0.62 .096 .693

Note:We calculated denominator degrees of freedom (ddf) for the tabled F values with Satterthwaite’s method. We calculated effect size d using Judd, West-
fall, and Kenny’s (2017) formula for the NNNT design. VT is the proportion of total variance attributable to mean differences among narratives. 1-β is the
observed power of the statistical test and was calculated using Judd et al.’s online power analysis application located at http://jakewestfall.org/two_factor_
power.

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

MEMORY 1035

http://jakewestfall.org/two_factor_power
http://jakewestfall.org/two_factor_power
http://jakewestfall.org/two_factor_power


participants did not do so, and we excluded them from the
final sample.

Participants proceeded to the dependent measures.
First, they rated three items assessing nostalgia (α = .99;
e.g. “Right now, I am feeling quite nostalgic;” Sedikides,
Wildschut, Routledge, Arndt, Hepper, et al., 2015, Appendix
B3). Next, they rated three 4-item sets assessing, respect-
ively, social connectedness (α = .94; e.g., “Thinking about
the older adult’s memory makes me feel connected to
loved ones”), self-continuity (α = .92; e.g., “…makes me
feel connected with my past”), and meaning (α = .96; “…
makes me feel that life is meaningful”). Items were rated
on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree). Lastly, participants rated two items assessing atti-
tudes towards the author of the narrative (α = .92; e.g.,
“After reading their narrative, how much do you like this
individual?” 1 = not at all, 7 = very much).

Results

IET
We first tested whether older adults’ nostalgic (relative to
ordinary) narratives would evoke greater nostalgia in the
younger readers. Next, we analyzed social connectedness,
self-continuity, and meaning to examine whether reading
older adults’ nostalgic (vs. ordinary) narratives conferred
key benefits on younger adults. After this, we analyzed
liking towards the authors of the narratives. Could
reading about a nostalgic (vs. ordinary) memory foster
intergenerational harmony? We cast these analyses in a
mixed model, with narratives and participants as random
variables (NNNT design; Judd et al., 2017). We present
descriptive statistics and significance tests in Table 3. As
hypothesised, participants who read a nostalgic (vs. ordin-
ary) narrative experienced significantly higher levels of
nostalgia. Also, reading nostalgic (vs. ordinary) narratives
conferred greater social connectedness, self-continuity,
and meaning on participants. Finally, participants reported
greater liking for authors of nostalgic than ordinary
narratives.

Mediational analyses
We hypothesised that reading older adults’ nostalgic (vs.
ordinary) memories would confer psychological benefits
by virtue of their capacity to evoke nostalgia in the
younger audience. To test this hypothesis, we conducted

mediational analyses via the MCMED macro (available at
www.afhayes.com; described in Hayes, 2013), which can
be used to construct a Monte Carlo confidence interval
for the indirect or mediated effect in mixed models. Not-
withstanding the well-documented limitations of measure-
ment-of-mediation designs (Bullock, Green, & Ha, 2010;
Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005), we regard these analyses
as informative, because they put our hypothesis at risk
(Fiedler, Schott, & Meiser, 2011).

The mediational analyses yielded significant indirect
effects of narrative type (nostalgia vs. ordinary) via trans-
ferred nostalgia (i.e., the postulated mediator) on social
connectedness, self-continuity, meaning, and liking for
the author (Table 4). Thus, results were consistent with a
model in which reading a nostalgic (vs. ordinary) narrative
promotes social connectedness, self-continuity, meaning,
and liking for the author via transferred nostalgia. All indir-
ect effects remained significant in ancillary analyses, which
controlled for the emotional positivity and social content of
the narratives. These ancillary analyses also revealed an
additional indirect effect, such that nostalgic (vs. ordinary)
narratives instilled meaning by virtue of their social content
(see online supplement S4).

Discussion

Replicating Experiment 1, the results indicated interperso-
nal and intergenerational transfer of nostalgia through
written texts. Nostalgia shared in this way promoted
social connectedness, self-continuity, and meaning in life.
Furthermore, reading about nostalgic (vs. ordinary) recol-
lections fostered liking towards the older adult authors of
the narratives in younger adult readers. This result is con-
gruent with findings that nostalgia fosters ingroup liking
(Cheung, Sedikides, Wildschut, Tausch, & Ayanian, 2017;
Wildschut et al., 2014) by showing that exposure to an
out-group member’s nostalgic memories can also contrib-
ute to interpersonal harmony.

Mediational analyses supported the idea that older
adults’ nostalgic (vs. ordinary) narratives exerted these
beneficial effects by virtue of their capacity to evoke nostal-
gia among the younger readers. Still, ancillary analyses
revealed that the high social content of nostalgic (vs. ordin-
ary) narratives also instilled meaning in young readers,
independent of transferred nostalgia. Nostalgic memories
are particularly likely to be meaningful, as they often
revolve around interactions with family, friends, and part-
ners in the context of momentous life events (e.g., birthday
celebrations, graduations, marriage, births) and cultural life
scripts (e.g., Thanksgiving meals, Christmas holidays,
summer vacations; Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; Abeyta et al.,
2015; Holak & Havlena, 1992; Wildschut et al., 2006).
People state that social relations, and particularly family,
are among the most important contributors to meaning
in their lives (Lambert et al., 2010, Studies 1–2). It is poss-
ible, then, that the highly social nostalgic (vs. ordinary) nar-
ratives of older adults epitomised the value of close others,

Table 4. Indirect effects of narrative type (nostalgic vs. ordinary) on
dependent variables via nostalgia in Experiment 2.

Mediator: Transferred nostalgia

Dependent variable ab 95% Monte Carlo CI

Social connectedness .262* [.172, .359]
Self-continuity .300* [.202, .411]
Meaning .256* [.157, .353]
Liking for author .091* [.047, .147]

Note: ab = indirect effect. CI = confidence interval.
*95% Monte Carlo CI does not include 0.
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thus instilling meaning directly (and bypassing transferred
nostalgia). This is a potentially fruitful research direction.

Future research seeking to identify further how
expressions of nostalgia convey psychological benefits on
the audience could examine a wider range of mediators,
including the specificity, vividness, uniqueness, and time
perspective (i.e., past vs. present focus) of the memories.
Doing so would also create an opportunity to address
two limitations of the current work. First, Study 2 included
mostly women. A number of previous studies suggest that
IET effects are stronger among women than men (Dimberg
& Lundquist, 1990; Wild, Erb, & Bartels, 2001). Yet, other
studies have not replicated these gender differences
among individuals who are high in emotional empathy
(Sonnby-Borgström, 2002). Thus, the previously documen-
ted female advantage in the context of emotion transfer
may be attributable to a corresponding advantage in
emotion-recognition ability (Doherty, Orimoto, Singelis,
Hatfield, & Hebb, 1995; Hall, 1978; Wright, Riedel, Sechrest,
Lane, & Smith, 2018). Future research should strive for
samples with balanced gender composition.

A second limitation of Study 2 is that it relied on the
measurement-of mediation approach. Future work could
supplement this approach with an experiment-causal-
chain design (Spencer et al., 2005), in which one would
manipulate (rather than measure) the posited mediator
and examine its causal effect on psychological resources.
In the present research, interpretation of the correlational
link between the mediator (transferred nostalgia) and the
dependent variables (i.e., social connectedness, self-conti-
nuity, meaning, liking for the author) is obscured by the
perennial third-variable and reverse-causation problems.
For example, because the mediator and dependent vari-
ables were assessed exclusively with positively keyed
items, individual differences in acquiescence (a third vari-
able) could have inflated the correlations (Paulhus &
Vazire, 2007). Despite these limitations, the measure-
ment-of mediation approach did put our hypothesis at
risk of a contrary result (Fiedler et al., 2011). That is, we pro-
posed that (1) reading older adults’ nostalgic (vs. ordinary)
narratives would evoke nostalgia in younger readers, and
(2) that transferred nostalgia would convey psychological
benefits. Failure to detect either link would cast doubt on
the proposed model, yet each link held.

General discussion

Summary of findings

Our findings highlight the social nature of nostalgia, in
terms of its content in older adults as well as its potential
to be transferred interpersonally and intergenerationally.
Younger adults who read an older adult’s nostalgic (vs.
ordinary) narrative experienced greater nostalgia. Trans-
ferred nostalgia, in turn, was positively associated with per-
ceived social connectedness, self-continuity, and meaning
in life (Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, Arndt, Hepper,

et al., 2015), suggesting that frequent exposure to others’
nostalgic memories can produce psychological benefits
resembling those of personal nostalgia. Also, reading
about older adults’ nostalgic (vs. ordinary) recollections
produced greater liking for the older author. This result
adds to a growing literature indicating that nostalgia has
the potential to foster intergroup harmony (Turner, Wild-
schut, & Sedikides, 2012; Turner, Wildschut, Sedikides, &
Gheorghiu, 2013) and, specifically, reduce ageism (Turner,
Wildschut, & Sedikides, 2018). Indeed, in one of the earliest
formal treatises of prejudice, Allport (1954) alluded to nos-
talgia’s capacity to unite social groups:

A specific technique for accelerating acquaintance… brings
together people of diverse ethnic backgrounds in a ‘neighbor-
hood festival.’ The leader may start discussion by asking some
member to tell about his memories of autumn, of holidays, or
of food he enjoyed as a child. The report reminds other partici-
pants of equally nostalgic memories, and soon the group is ani-
matedly comparing notes concerning regional and ethnic
customs. The distance of the memories, their warmth and fre-
quent humor, lead to a vivid sense of commonality… and
accelerates the process of acquaintance in a community
where formerly only barriers may have existed (p. 454.)

In contrast to prior research, we showed that the beneficial
effects of nostalgia can be obtained through exposure to
others’ nostalgic recollections rather than one’s own. It is
likely that the universality of nostalgic themes may have
helped to emphasise similarities between younger and
older adults. That is, the literature suggests several key
themes that run through the nostalgic experience. For
example, nostalgic recollections refer to interactions with
close others during momentous life events (Abeyta et al.,
2015; Hepper et al., 2012; Wildschut et al., 2006). Our Exper-
iment 1 findings reinforced that social themes run through-
out nostalgic recollections in both older and younger
adults. For a younger adult, experiencing nostalgic feelings
when reading about an older adult’s fond recollections of
childhood Christmases with family may well have magni-
fied perceived self-other overlap or inclusion-of-other-in-
the-self (IOS; Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992), producing
greater affinity (LaPrelle, Hoyle, Insko, & Bernthal, 1990;
Turner et al., 2018).

Alternatively, the positive association between trans-
ferred nostalgia and liking for older adult authors may
reflect mood maintenance by the younger readers.
People strive to maintain and promote positive affective
states (Clark & Isen, 1982). This may motivate younger
readers who are feeling nostalgic (a predominantly posi-
tive, low-arousal emotion; Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge,
Arndt, Hepper, et al., 2015; Van Tilburg, Wildschut, & Sedi-
kides, 2017) to act in a way that prolongs and does not
spoil their pleasant mood (Sedikides, 1992; Wegener &
Petty, 1994). This may mean that, when asked to evaluate
the older adult author, younger readers respond gener-
ously and express liking.

These two explanations (IOS and mood management)
have different implications for the potential of transferred
nostalgia to promote intergroup harmony. The IOS
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explanation entails that, when the group membership of
the older adult is salient (Brown & Hewstone, 2005),
reading or listening to their nostalgic memories will likely
culminate in the inclusion in the self not just of the particu-
lar author or narrator but of the entire outgroup, with
lasting benefits for intergroup relations. The mood-man-
agement explanation, however, entails that any improve-
ments in evaluation of the outgroup are unlikely to
persist beyond the duration of the nostalgic episode and
are therefore likely to be short-lived. Future research can
shed light on the relative merits of these opposing views.

Implications and future directions

Transferred nostalgia may be useful in meeting the needs
of individuals with depression. Whereas nostalgia as it is
frequently induced (i.e., via the ERT; Sedikides, Wildschut,
Routledge, Arndt, Hepper, et al., 2015) confers psychologi-
cal benefits, such as improving self-esteem in most individ-
uals (Hepper et al., 2012; Vess, Arndt, Routledge, Sedikides,
& Wildschut, 2012; Wildschut et al., 2006), it may have less
potential in those with depression. Two of the key
memory-related issues in individuals with depression are
the phenomena of overgeneral memory and a bias
towards recall of negative memories (Williams & Scott,
1988). Persons with depression often struggle to remem-
ber detail (vs. general negativity) in their autobiographical
memories. Thus, the difficulty lies in the induction of nos-
talgic recollections. Our findings raise the possibility of pre-
senting depressed individuals with others’ nostalgic
memories from which they can benefit. For example,
reading about another individual’s nostalgic recollection
of a childhood birthday party surrounded by close family
members could induce nostalgia, and consequently
foster social connectedness and meaning in life in the
depressed individual. Yet, it is prudent to consider the
possibility that learning about another person’s nostalgic
memories may exacerbate depression by eliciting upward
social comparisons, and increase interpersonal distance
rather than reduce it (Tesser, 1988). Whether transferred
nostalgia is beneficial or detrimental to individuals with
depression is an empirical question for future research.

We wondered what the limits of the IET effect that we
identified are. The current findings point toward nostalgia
being shared through written texts, but prior research with
other, more “basic” emotional states indicates potential for
other modes of transfer (Hsee et al., 1990). Might the same
effects be observed during oral sharing of memories under
naturalistic circumstances, when individuals may feel more
comfortable to confide nostalgia memories they would not
otherwise disclose? How would this process operate? The
literature suggests two possible mechanisms for IET:
behavioural mimicry and social appraisal. The former
explanation proposes that one’s emotional state directly
influences another person’s without their conscious aware-
ness (Hatfield et al., 1994). This influence is transmitted via
behavioural mimicry, such as adopting a similar facial

expression (Hess & Blairy, 2001), followed by a feedback
process that produces the mimicked emotion in the indi-
vidual (Strack, Martin, & Stepper, 1988; but see Wagen-
makers et al., 2016). This explanation cannot adequately
account for our current findings, given that participants
were not directly exposed to the older adults whose narra-
tives they read, and thus they did not have the opportunity
to engage in behavioural mimicry.

An alternative explanation is that IET is based on social
appraisal, whereby one’s emotional state influences that of
another person by causing them to reappraise their
environment in an emotion-congruent manner (Manstead
& Fischer, 2001). For example, when an observer exagger-
ates (vs. inhibits) displays of anxiety, participants in a risk-
based task behave more conservatively, presumably
because they appraise the environment as more risky
than otherwise (Parkinson et al., 2012). In the current
context, nostalgic events described in the narratives may
have led participants to engage in congruent reappraisal
of their own past, resulting in nostalgia via autobiographi-
cal memory recall (Hsee et al., 1990). This explanation is
consistent with evidence that music-evoked nostalgia
was strongest after listening to songs with autobiographi-
cal associations, suggesting that autobiographical memory
was essential in producing nostalgia (Barrett et al., 2010).
Future research should examine more thoroughly the con-
tribution of this posited process to interpersonally trans-
ferred nostalgia.

Finally, intergenerational tensions exist in both direc-
tions (North & Fiske, 2012) and future research should
examine the utility of transferred nostalgia for reducing
ageism directed against the young by older adults.
Research on ageism against the young is scarce, but avail-
able evidence indicates, for example, that at least 25% of
younger workers report some form of age discrimination
in the work place (Loretto, Duncan, & White, 2000) in the
form of negative attitudes, denial of promotions, and
lower pay (Duncan & Loretto, 2004). Could younger
adults’ nostalgic memories evoke nostalgia in older
adults? And would such transferred nostalgia bestow the
same psychological benefits on older adults as it did on
younger adults in Study 2, including increased liking for
the out-group author? Our present findings give ample
reason to be optimistic that whatever boundaries may
exist between age groups in terms of the typical content
of their nostalgic memories can be surmounted in the
process of sharing.

Coda

Socio-historical perspectives on ageism advocate that
technological advances have undermined the traditional
storytelling, wisdom-sharing role of older adults (Nelson,
2005; North & Fiske, 2012). Whereas scholars have
focused on the significance of these roles for older
adults, our findings illustrate how nostalgic storytelling
can benefit a younger audience. Older adults’ nostalgic
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memories are socially oriented and evoke nostalgia in
younger adults. Furthermore, transferred nostalgia serves
key psychological functions, including boosting social con-
nectedness, self-continuity, and meaning in life. Indeed,
socially sharing nostalgic memories may bestow psycho-
logical resources on one’s audience.
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