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Finding Meaning in Nostalgia

Constantine Sedikides and Tim Wildschut
University of Southampton, Southampton

Nostalgia—defined as sentimental longing for one’s past—is a self-relevant, albeit deeply social, and an
ambivalent, albeit more positive than negative, emotion. As nostalgia brings the past into present focus,
it has existential implications. Nostalgia helps people find meaning in their lives, and it does so primarily
by increasing social connectedness (a sense of belongingness and acceptance), and secondarily by
augmenting self-continuity (a sense of connection between one’s past and one’s present). Also, nostalgia-
elicited meaning facilitates the pursuit of one’s important goals. Moreover, nostalgia acts as a buffer
against existential threats. In particular, it shields against meaning threat, and buffers the impact of
mortality salience on meaning, collective identity, accessibility of mortality-related thoughts, and death
anxiety. Finally, nostalgia confers psychological benefits to individuals with chronic or momentary
meaning deficits. These benefits are higher subjective vitality, lower stress, and regulation of meaning-
seeking in response to boredom. Taken together, nostalgia helps people attain a more meaningful life,
protects from existential threat, and contributes to psychological equanimity.
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The construct of nostalgia has a checkered history. Introduced
and embellished by Homer in Odyssey (ca. 800 B.c.) through the
poetic reflections of the eponymous hero when catching his breath
from battling assorted monsters and menacing Gods, it remained
dormant for 2,500 years. In 1688, a University of Basel medical
student, Johannes Hofer, decided somewhat inexplicably to do his
Ph.D. thesis on nostalgia, a term he actually coined by combining
two Greek words: nostos (“homecoming”) and algos (“suffering”).
Nostalgia was thought to be the suffering inflicted on expatriates
by their desire to return home. In one stroke, the construct meta-
morphosed. Whereas Homer used it to highlight the property of
this bittersweet emotion to sustain and galvanize, Hofer (1934)
used it (perhaps not so inexplicably, after all) to characterize the
emotional state of young Swiss mercenaries toiling in the courts of
European royalty. Their physical symptoms, presumably attribut-
able to pining for the mountainous landscapes of their native
country, were daunting: weeping, fainting, stomach pain, fever,
cardiac palpitations, suicidal ideation. Nostalgia was labeled a
medical or neurological disease, a view that persisted through the
18th and 19th century. The 20th century was not kind to the
construct either. It was upgraded, albeit slightly, to a psychiatric
disorder symptomatic of anxiety, sadness, pessimism, loss of ap-
petite, and insomnia. By the end of the 20th century, nostalgia was
still a psychological illness, but mercifully restricted to four mar-
ginalized populations: seamen, soldiers, immigrants, and first-year

This article was published Online First May 11, 2017.

Constantine Sedikides and Tim Wildschut, Department of Psychology,
Center for Research on Self and Identity, University of Southampton,
Southampton.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Constantine
Sedikides, Department of Psychology, Center for Research on Self and Iden-
tity, University of Southampton, Southampton SO17 1BJ, United Kingdom.
E-mail: cs2@soton.ac.uk

48

boarding or university students (Batcho, 2013a; Sedikides, Wild-
schut, & Baden, 2004).

A good deal of empirical findings over the last 15 years have
reversed the tide (Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt, & Routledge,
2008; Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, Arndt, et al., 2015). Nos-
talgia, the picture emerges, is not a medical disease, psychiatric
disorder, or psychological illness. Rather, it is a nourishing and
invigorating psychological resource, as Homer thought it to be.
Nostalgia does not cause medical, psychiatric, or psychological
symptoms. Rather, it is recruited to counter those symptoms (Ba-
tcho, 2013b; Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, Arndt, & Zhou,
2009; Wildschut, Sedikides, & Cordaro, 2011). Hofer (1934; and
many contemporary or succeeding writers) committed an inferen-
tial error by confusing the direction of causation between symp-
toms and nostalgia. Indeed, a key function of the emotion is to
serve as a reservoir of meaning.

In this article, we define nostalgia and meaning. Then, we
illustrate nostalgia’s capacity to help individuals find meaning
(i.e., nostalgia as a wellspring of meaning in life). Next, we discuss
how nostalgia transmits meaning in life, and review downstream
consequences of nostalgia-induced meaning in life. Subsequently,
we argue that nostalgia functions as a shield against existential
challenges, and examine how nostalgia can benefit individuals
with chronic or momentary deficits in meaning in life.

The Character of Nostalgia

Dictionaries define nostalgia as “a yearning for the return of past
circumstances, events, etc.” (Collins English Dictionary—Com-
plete & Unabridged 10th Edition, 2009), “pleasure and sadness
that is caused by remembering something from the past and
wishing that you could experience it again” (Merriam-Webster
Dictionary, 2014), and “a sentimental yearning for the happiness
of a former place or time” (Random House Dictionary, 2014).
These definitions underscore yearning, bittersweetness, and posi-
tivity. Laypersons conceptualize nostalgia in similar ways, as a
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prototype analysis revealed (Hepper, Ritchie, Sedikides, & Wild-
schut, 2012).

According to this analysis (cf. Rosch, 1975), the construct of
nostalgia is a fuzzy category in which highly representative (cen-
tral) features are closer to the prototype or essence of the construct
compared with less representative (peripheral) features. Central
nostalgia features included (a) fond, rose-colored, memories of
one’s childhood or close relationships, (b) keepsakes or sensory
cues, as well as (c) positive feelings, and, to a lesser degree,
negative feelings such as longing and wanting to return to the past.
Peripheral features included warmth or comfort, daydreaming,
change, calm, regret, success, and lethargy. Taken together, lay-
persons consider nostalgia a self-relevant, bittersweet (although
more sweet than bitter), social, and past-oriented emotion. These
prototype-analysis findings were replicated across 18 cultures and
five continents (Hepper et al., 2014).

In addition, the findings were replicated and extended with
content analyses of nostalgic narratives that were generated by
both university students and community residents of varying ages
(Abeyta, Routledge, Roylance, Wildschut, & Sedikides, 2015;
Havlena & Holak, 1991; Wildschut, Sedikides, Arndt, & Rout-
ledge, 2006, Studies 1-2). Nostalgic recollections center not only
on close relationships (e.g., family, romantic partners, friends), but
also on momentous or atypical (Morewedge, 2013) life events that
encompass close others (e.g., vacations, weddings, reunions) and
on cultural cultural-life-script events (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004)
that subsume close others (e.g., Thanksgiving holidays, Sunday
lunches, high school graduations). Moreover, nostalgic recollec-
tions are affectively mixed (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2016a), as
they consist of mostly positive (e.g., contentment, joy, tenderness,
serenity), but also negative (i.e., sadness, loss), elements (Batcho,
2007; Holak & Havlena, 1998; Stephan, Sedikides, & Wildschut,
2012; Wildschut et al., 2006, Studies 1-2). This affective ambiv-
alence is present in lyrics-evoked nostalgia (Batcho, 2007), music-
evoked nostalgia (Barrett et al., 2010), and scent-evoked nostalgia
(Reid, Green, Wildschut, & Sedikides, 2015). Further, nostalgic
recollections (compared with ordinary autobiographical recollec-
tions) are associated with, and elicit, an approach orientation (e.g.,
“I go out of my way to get things I want,” “I will often do things
for no other reason than that they might be fun”; Stephan et al.,
2014; Sedikides & Wildschut, 2016b). Finally, nostalgic recollec-
tions more often follow a redemption trajectory (i.e., progression
from a harsh beginning to a triumphant end) than a contamination
trajectory (i.e., progression from a promising beginning to a dismal
end; Wildschut et al., 2006, Studies 1-2; see McAdams, Reynolds,
Lewis, Patten, & Bowman, 2001, for a discussion of narrative
trajectories).

When nostalgizing, then, the individual brings to mind a fond
and personally relevant (i.e., self-defining) occasion, typically
involving their childhood or close other(s). The individual reviews
the occasion with tenderness and rose-colored glasses, yearns for
that time or relationship, and may even wish to return to it. The
individual feels sentimental, that is, content or happy but with a
tinge of longing.

The Character of Meaning

The issue of life’s meaningfulness has also been the subject of
much scholarly interest (Baumeister, 1991; Baumeister, Vohs,

Aaker, & Garbinsky, 2013; Hicks & Routledge, 2013; Markman,
Proulx, & Lindberg, 2013). Definitions of meaning can vary,
depending on level of analysis (Arndt, Landau, Vail, & Vess,
2013; Park, 2010). We define meaning in life at the personal level,
in accord with the existential writings of Viktor Frankl (2006) and
Jean-Paul Sartre (2001). Meaning in life is the subjective sense that
one’s existence matters, namely, that one’s existence is significant
(i.e., has worth or value), purposeful (i.e., has goals and direction),
and coherent (i.e., has adequate predictability and coherence;
King, Heintzelman, & Ward, 2016; Krause & Hayward, 2014).
This sense refers to presence of meaning (a construct distinct from
happiness; Baumeister et al., 2013). A person may also engage in
a quest for meaning in life, referred to as search for meaning, when
experiencing meaning deficits (Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, &
Lorentz, 2008).

Nostalgia as a Wellspring of Meaning

As we mentioned above, nostalgizing pertains to momentous or
cultural-life-script occurrences. These occurrences are textured
and self-defining. They depict the individual as having a key, if not
central, place in a sequence of germane and ritualistic episodes that
are enriched by the presence and roles of close others. As such, the
occurrences constitute suitable platforms for finding meaning in
life. It follows that nostalgia will serve as a wellspring of life
meaningfulness: It will be associated with, and promote, meaning
(Davis, 1979; Wilson, 2005).

Nostalgia and Meaning: Correlational Evidence

We hypothesized that persons who are prone to nostalgic en-
gagement would perceive their lives as particularly meaningful.
Correlational evidence, using converging operationalizations of
the two key constructs (Campbell & Fiske, 1959), is consistent
with this hypothesis. In one study (Routledge et al., 2011, Prelim-
inary Investigation), U.S. undergraduates completed a nostalgia
scale and two meaning scales. The nostalgia scale, the 7-item
Southampton Nostalgia Scale (Barrett et al., 2010; Cheung,
Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2017), assessed dispositional proneness
to nostalgia (e.g., “How prone are you to feeling nostalgic?,”
“How often do you experience nostalgia,” “How important is it for
you to bring to mind nostalgic experiences?”). The first meaning
scale, the 5-item Presence of Meaning in Life subscale (of the
Meaning in Life Questionnaire; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler,
2006), assessed the extent to which participants had found mean-
ing in their lives (e.g., “I understand my life’s meaning”) and so
did the second scale, the 4-item Purpose in Life (McGregor &
Little, 1998; e.g., “My personal existence is purposeful and mean-
ingful”). The Southampton Nostalgia Scale correlated positively
with both meaning scales. In another study (Routledge et al., 2011,
Study 1), Dutch community members listened to popular songs
and then responded to two single-item measures of nostalgia and
meaning. In particular, they reported the degree to which each
song made them “feel nostalgic” and that “life is worth living.”
The more nostalgic a song made them feel, the more meaningful
they regarded their lives to be. In yet another study (Batcho,
DaRin, Nave, & Yaworsky, 2008), U.S. undergraduates completed
a dispositional nostalgia scale, the 20-item Batcho Nostalgia In-
ventory (Batcho, 1995; e.g., “I miss . . my family,” “toys,”
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“having someone to depend on”), and reported the extent to which
four sets of lyrics were meaningful to them. Nostalgia was posi-
tively associated with meaningfulness.

We extended these findings into a work environment (Leunis-
sen, Sedikides, Wildschut, & Cohen, 2016, Study 1). Participants,
all U.S.-residing organizational employees, indicated on three
items how nostalgic they felt about aspects of their organizational
past, that is, “your work, and the organization you work in”” during
their prior month of employment. The items were: “I felt quite
nostalgic about my work and organization,” “I had nostalgic feel-
ings about my work and organization,” and “I felt nostalgic about
my work and organization during the past month.” Then, partici-
pants completed the 4-item Positive Meaning subscale of the Work
and Meaning Inventory (Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012). Sample
items are “I have a good sense of what makes my job meaningful”
and “I have found a meaningful career.” Nostalgia for one’s
organizational past (i.e., organizational nostalgia) was positively
associated with having found meaning in one’s work (i.e., work
meaning). In all, nostalgia covaries naturally with meaning in life.

Nostalgia and Meaning: Experimental Evidence

Of course, correlation does not inform causation. We proceeded
to hypothesize that nostalgic reverie engenders meaning in life. To
test this hypothesis, we experimentally manipulated nostalgia and
assessed meaning in life. We followed—here and throughout our
research program—a converging operations approach by manipu-
lating nostalgia and operationalizing meaning in multiple ways
(Campbell & Fiske, 1959).

Narrative inductions of nostalgia. We typically manipulate
nostalgia with the Event Reflection Task (Sedikides, Wildschut,
Routledge, Arndt, et al., 2015). Participants in the nostalgia con-
dition visualize a nostalgic event from their past (usually accom-
panied by a dictionary definition of nostalgia: “sentimental longing
for one’s past”), whereas participants in the control condition
visualize an ordinary (e.g., everyday, regular) event from their past
and sometimes a positive event from their past or future-positive
(i.e., anticipated) event in their life. (When referring to the Event
Reflection Task, we will imply that it consists of the standard
nostalgia vs. ordinary conditions, unless we indicate otherwise.)
Next, participants list five keywords capturing the gist of the
corresponding event, or both list five keywords and write an
account of this event (for 5 min). Following a 3-item manipulation
check (e.g., “I feel nostalgic at the moment”), which consistently
demonstrates the effectiveness of the manipulation, participants
respond to the dependent measure—here, meaning in life.

We have already addressed the bittersweetness of nostalgic
narratives. This bittersweetness is also manifested in experimental
manipulations of nostalgia. Participants in the nostalgic (vs. con-
trol) condition typically report higher levels of positive affect
(Cheung, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2016; Cheung et al., 2013,
Study 2 and 4; Hepper et al., 2012, Study 7; Lasaleta, Sedikides,
& Vohs, 2014, Experiment 4; Sedikides et al., 2016, Experiment 3;
Wildschut et al., 2006, Studies 5-7; Zhou, Wildschut, Sedikides,
Shi, & Feng, 2012, Study 1), although sometimes the two condi-
tions do not differ (Cheung et al., 2013, Study 3; Zhou, Wildschut,
Sedikides, Shi, & Feng, 2012, Studies 2—4; Zhou, Wildschut,
Sedikides, Chen, & Vingerhoets, 2012, Study 5; Stephan et al.,
2014, Studies 4-5). Nostalgic participants (vs. controls) typically

do not report lower levels of negative affect (Cheung et al., 2013,
Study 1; Cheung et al., 2016; Wildschut et al., 2010, Study 4).
Across dependent measures, we find that nostalgia has unique
effects above and beyond positive affect (Sedikides & Wildschut,
2016b; Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, Arndt, et al., 2015).
Nevertheless, we will report such tests in regards to meaning in
life, given that positive affect (including happiness) is a correlate
of this construct (Baumeister et al., 2013; Hicks & King, 2008;
Ward & King, 2016).

We demonstrated the causal relation between nostalgia and
meaning in several experiments. To begin, we (Sedikides et al.,
2017, Experiment 1) manipulated nostalgia with the Event Reflec-
tion Task among U.K. undergraduates, and subsequently assessed
meaning with four items (e.g., “life has a purpose,” “life is worth
living,” “life is meaningful,” “there is a greater purpose to life”;
Hepper et al., 2012) and positive affect with two items (“happy,”
“in a good mood”; Wildschut et al., 2016). Nostalgic participants
perceived their lives as more meaningful than controls, and this
effect was independent of PA. We (Sedikides et al., Experiment 2)
replicated this finding among Dutch participants, manipulating
nostalgia with the Event Reflection Task and measuring meaning
with the same 4-items and positive affect with the same 2-items.
Further, we (Hepper et al., 2012, Study 7) manipulated nostalgia
by capitalizing on the abovementioned prototype analysis. U.K.
participants of varying ages (a mixture of undergraduates and
community members) reflected on events characterized either by
central nostalgia features (nostalgia condition) or peripheral nos-
talgia features (control condition), and then completed the above-
mentioned 4-item meaning in life measure. Nostalgic participants,
once again, viewed their lives as more meaningful than controls.
Baldwin and Landau (2014, Study 2) also replicated this finding
among U.S-residents recruited via Qualtrics; these researchers
manipulated nostalgia with the ERT and assessed meaning with
the same 4-item measure.

Two experiments, using a variant of the Event Reflection Task,
produced similar findings for organizational nostalgia (Leunissen
et al., 2016, Studies 2-3) among U.S.-residing employees. In the
experimental condition, participants were instructed to “bring to
mind a nostalgic event that you have experienced in your organi-
zation. Specifically, try to think of a past event you experienced in
your organization that makes you feel most nostalgic.” In the
control condition, participants were instructed to “bring to mind an
ordinary event that you have experienced in your organization.
Specifically, try to think of a past event you experienced in your
organization that is ordinary.” Study 2 showed that nostalgic (vs.
control) participants reported higher work meaning (as assessed by
the Positive Meaning subscale of the Work and Meaning Inven-
tory; Steger et al., 2012; e.g., “I know my work makes a positive
difference in the world”), independently of positive affect
(“happy,” “in a good mood”). Likewise, Study 2 showed that
nostalgic (vs. control) participants reported higher work meaning
(as assessed by the 10-item Work and Meaning Inventory; Steger
et al., 2012), also independently of positive affect (“happy,” “in a
good mood”). The findings are consistent with speculation that
organizational nostalgia “provides a groundrock of loving memo-
ries, a life that has been worth living and a source of meaning”
(Gabriel, 1993, p. 137).

We further documented the nostalgia-meaning link in two ex-
periments that used a variant of the Event Reflection Task and
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implemented more stringent controls. We reasoned that undergrad-
uates have a great deal of desirable events to look forward to—
events involving strivings in regards to education (e.g., receiving
good grades, graduating), personal life (e.g., finding a job, living
independently), and relationships (e.g., getting married, being em-
bedded in a community). Imagining such desired events as having
been completed would likely foster perceptions of life as mean-
ingful (Feldman, 2013). Does nostalgizing engender meaning in
life above and beyond contemplating a desired future event? It
does (Routledge et al., 2012, Experiment 1). U.S. undergraduates
reported higher meaning (assessed with the Presence of Meaning
in Life subscale; Steger et al., 2006) when in the nostalgia than in
the control group. Moreover, we reasoned that positive past events
can also serve as sources of meaning (King, Hicks, Krull, & Del
Gaiso, 2006). Does nostalgizing engender meaning above and
beyond reflecting on a positive past event? Here, there is a com-
plexity to be had. Nostalgizing differs from positive past reflection
not only on presence of meaning, but also on search for meaning.
Individuals initiate a quest for meaning when they lack meaning
(Steger et al., 2008). We reasoned that if they happen to find
meaning in nostalgia, they will likely terminate their quest. Indeed,
this was the case (Routledge et al., 2012, Experiment 2). U.S.
undergraduates were more likely to cease their quest for meaning
(assessed with the 5-item state version of the Search for Meaning
subscale of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire; Steger et al., 2006),
when reflecting on a nostalgic than a positive past event.

Non-narrative and vicarious inductions of nostalgia. We
have also manipulated nostalgia non-narratively, based on scents
or song lyrics, and afterward assessed meaning in life. To find out
whether scent-evoked nostalgia can serve as a wellspring of mean-
ing (among U.S. undergraduates), we began with a pilot study
aiming to identify suitable scents for use in the ensuing experiment
(Reid et al., 2015). Participants sampled, in random order, 33
pleasantly or neutrally scented oils, and then reported how nostal-
gic each scent made them feel. We kept for further use the 12
scents with the highest item-total correlations (e.g., Chanel #5,
apple pie, fresh-cut roses). In the experiment, participants sampled
(also in random order) each of the 12 scents, presented in glass test
tubes. They rated each scent for nostalgia (i.e., “How nostalgic
does this scent make you feel?”) and responded to two meaning
items (i.e., “life is meaningful,” “life has a purpose”). We then
tested the association between the nostalgia rating and the meaning
rating. Higher levels of scent-evoked nostalgia predicted greater
meaning in life.

To find out whether lyrics-evoked nostalgia can serve as a
wellspring of meaning (among U.K. undergraduates), we (Rout-
ledge et al., 2011, Study 2) asked participants to generate the titles
and performing artists of three songs that made them feel nostalgic.
We then allocated participants to the nostalgia and control condi-
tions, and proceeded to retrieve the lyrics of one of the three songs
they had generated (randomly determined). In the experimental
session, approximately a week later, we yoked participants in the
control condition to those in the nostalgia condition, after
ascertaining that the relevant song was not the one that the
control participants had listed as nostalgic. Thus, we held
constant the lyrics across conditions. Completion of the Pres-
ence of Meaning in Life subscale (Steger et al., 2006) followed.
Participants in the nostalgia condition reported greater meaning
than controls.

We (Wildschut, Sedikides, & Robertson, 2017, Study 2) also
wondered whether nostalgia elevates meaning not only directly,
but also vicariously. U.K. undergraduates read one (of five) nos-
talgic narrative or one (of five) ordinary narratives written by older
adults, which we randomly selected from a larger pool of narra-
tives. Participants were instructed to “take a minute to read and
reflect on the memory narratives written below” and then were
informed that “this is a genuine description of a past event which
was recalled and written by an older adult.” Completion of a
4-item measure of meaning in life (Hepper et al., 2012) followed.
Those exposed to nostalgic (vs. ordinary) narratives reported
higher nostalgia and, crucially, perceived their lives as more mean-
ingful. Nostalgia can be experienced vicariously (i.e., intergenera-
tionally), and can promote meaning vicariously.

How Nostalgia Transmits Meaning

We discuss in this section mechanisms though which nostalgia
confers the experience of meaning. These mechanisms are social
connectedness (a sense of belongingness and acceptance) and
self-continuity (a sense of connection between one’s past and
one’s present).

Nostalgia and Social Connectedness

In nostalgic reverie, “the mind is ‘peopled’” (Hertz, 1990, p.
195). One reestablishes a symbolic bond with close others, who are
brought to life and become part of one’s present (Davis, 1979).
Indeed, as we mentioned above, nostalgic recollections abound
with social motifs (Abeyta et al., 2015; Batcho et al., 2008; Holak
& Havlena, 1992; Wildschut et al., 2006, Studies 1-2). Impor-
tantly, when experimentally manipulated, nostalgia fosters social
connectedness. For example, nostalgic (vs. control) participants:
(a) experience lower attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance
(Wildschut et al., 2006, Study 7); (b) feel loved, protected, socially
supported, connected to others, and trusting of others (Hepper et
al., 2012, Study 7; Wildschut et al., 2006, Study 5; Zhou,
Sedikides, Wildschut, & Gao, 2008); (c) report being empathetic,
seek physical proximity to strangers, want to interact with others—
even members of an outgroup, and intend to connect with friends
(Abeyta, Routledge, & Juhl, 2015; Stephan et al., 2014, Study 4;
Turner, Wildschut, & Sedikides, 2012; Turner, Wildschut, Sedikides,
& Gheorghiu, 2013; Zhou, Wildschut, Sedikides, Shi, & Feng, 2012,
Studies 1-4); and (d) feel interpersonally competent or more capable
of providing support to others, express charitable intentions, donate
money to charity, and help others (Stephan et al., 2014, Study 4;
Wildschut et al., 2006, Study 7; Wildschut, Sedikides, Routledge,
Arndt, & Cordaro, 2010, Study 5; Zhou, Wildschut, Sedikides, Shi, &
Feng, 2012, Studies 1-5).

Nostalgia Transmits Meaning Through Social
Connectedness

We hypothesized that social connectedness is a key mechanism
through which nostalgia transmits meaning. After all, social
themes (e.g., family, friends, partners), of which nostalgic reflec-
tions are replete, constitute potent sources of meaning (Lambert et
al., 2010), as does social connectedness (Lambert et al., 2013;
Stavrova & Luhmann, 2016) that nostalgia elicits, whereas social
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disconnectedness (i.e., exclusion) saps meaning (Twenge, Cata-
nese, & Baumeister, 2003; Stillman et al., 2009; Williams,
Cheung, & Choi, 2000). Our hypothesis was supported. Dutch
participants who experienced music-evoked nostalgia reported
higher social connectedness (i.e., feeling loved) and meaning (i.e.,
life is worth living”), with social connectedness mediating the
association between nostalgia and meaning (Routledge et al., 2011,
Study 1). These findings were replicated in an experiment that
manipulated nostalgia among U.K. participants with the Event
Reflection Task (Routledge et al., 2011, Study 2). Social connect-
edness was assessed via the 24-item Social Provisions Scale (Cu-
trona & Russell, 1987), which comprises six provisions afforded
by relationships: Attachment (e.g., “I have close relationships that
provide me with a sense of security and emotional well-being”),
Reliable Alliance (e.g., “There are people I can count on in an
emergency”), Nurturance (e.g., “There are people who depend on
me for help”), Reassurance of Worth (e.g., “There are people who
admire my talents and abilities”), Guidance (e.g., “There is some-
one I could talk to about important decisions in my life”), and
Social Integration (e.g., “I feel part of a group of people who share
my attitudes and beliefs”). Meaning was assessed with the Pres-
ence of Meaning in Life subscale (Steger et al., 2006). Nostalgic
(vs. control) participants reported heightened social connectedness
and meaning. Further, social connectedness mediated the effect of
nostalgia on meaning.

Nostalgia-Elicited Social Connectedness Transmits
Meaning Through Self-Continuity

But how does nostalgia-elicited social connectedness serve as a
platform for meaning? We reasoned that it does so through self-
continuity (Sedikides, Wildschut, Gaertner, Routledge, & Arndt,
2008; Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, & Arndt, 2015). We hy-
pothesized, in particular, that nostalgia-elicited social connected-
ness elevates self-continuity. The momentous events implicated in
nostalgic reverie are typically cultural rituals or communal tradi-
tions (Berntsen & Rubin, 2004; Zaragoza, 2013). These events
clarify one’s life trajectory (i.e., how the person “got here from
there,” as in the case of a birthday celebration). More importantly,
these events weave the narrative thread of relational attachments.
For example, nostalgic remembrances of a childhood family
Christmas may incite remembrances of other Christmases, culmi-
nating in a mental storyboard of one’s relational attachments with
family members over time. Such a storyboard will likely beget
self-continuity. Similarly, nostalgic remembrances of one’s first
date during a wedding anniversary dinner may frame the relation-
ship and one’s self-concept across time and life phases. Such
framing will likely strengthen self-continuity. Consistent with the
above reasoning, experimentally manipulated nostalgia augments
social connectedness, which in turn increases self-continuity
(Sedikides et al., 2016).

Furthermore, we hypothesized that nostalgia-elicited social con-
nectedness elevates self-continuity, which in turn provides mean-
ing in life. We mentioned above that nostalgizing refers to cultural
rituals or communal traditions that bolster social connectedness,
which strengthens self-continuity. The sense of one’s life trajec-
tory as continuous (rather than discrete), the perception of one’s
intimate relationships in historical context, and the realization of
one’s deeper life roots will likely confer meaning in life. We (Van

Tilburg, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2017) established the causal
sequence from nostalgia-induced social connectedness through
self-continuity to meaning (nostalgia = social connectedness =
self-continuity = meaning) in two experiments. In one experi-
ment, Dutch community members listened sequentially to a nos-
talgic and a happy (i.e., control) song, and then indicated their
level of social connectedness (whether each song made them feel
“connected to close others” and “loved”), self-continuity (whether
each song made them feel “connected to your past” and “that there
is continuity in your life”), and meaning (whether each song made
them feel that “life is meaningful” and “life has a purpose”). As
hypothesized, nostalgia-elicited social connectedness predicted
self-continuity, which in turn predicted meaning in life. This
pattern held above and beyond positive affect (whether each song
made participant feel “happy” and “cheerful”). The results were
replicated in the other experiment with a between-subjects manip-
ulation of nostalgia, in which half of Dutch community members
listened to a nostalgic song and half to a non-nostalgic song.

Downstream Consequences of
Nostalgia-Induced Meaning

We documented that nostalgia induces meaning in life, and we
considered mechanisms though which this might happen. But what
are the consequences of nostalgia-induced meaning? We elaborate
on two such consequences: a motivational (i.e., goal pursuit) and
a behavioral (i.e., turnover intentions).

Motivational Consequence: Goal Pursuit

Although nostalgia confers meaning, it is not clear that meaning
will be related to motivation. Some authors have proposed so
(Emmons, 2003; Klinger, 1977), and others illustrated a positive
association between meaning and approach motivation, curiosity,
or exploration (Steger et al., 2008). We (Sedikides et al., 2017)
expanded this literature by testing the hypothesis that meaning in
life (as induced by nostalgia) will be linked to motivation for goal
pursuit.

In Experiment 1, we manipulated nostalgia among U.K. under-
graduates with the Event Reflection Task. Subsequently, we as-
sessed meaning in life with a 4-item measure (Hepper et al., 2012).
Finally, we assessed motivation for goal pursuit relying on a
procedure developed by Milyavskaya, lanakieva, Foxen-Craft,
Colantuoni, and Koestner (2012), and adapted by Stephan et al.
(2015, Study 6). We instructed participants to write down five
important goals and then identify the most important one. Next, we
assessed goal-pursuit by instructing participants to respond to five
statements regarding their most important goal (e.g., “I am moti-
vated to pursue this goal,” “I want to put more time and effort into
pursuing this goal”). Nostalgia (vs. control) increased meaning in
life. Also, nostalgia (vs. control) strengthened motivation to pursue
one’s most important goal. This finding is consistent with literature
indicating that nostalgia elicits an approach orientation (Stephan et
al., 2014, Studies 3-5; see also Baldwin & Landau, 2014). More
importantly, meaning in life mediated the effect of nostalgia on
goal pursuit: Nostalgia augmented meaning in life, which in turn
strengthened motivation for pursuit of one’s most important goal.
These effects were independent of positive affect (“happy,” “in a
good mood”).
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In Experiment 2, we sought to replicate and clarify these find-
ings. We tested a somewhat different hypothesis, namely whether
nostalgia fortifies pursuit of one’s most important goal, but not of
one’s least important goal. We asked Danish participants to write
down six important goals they had set for the next weeks or
months, and then to specify the most important and least important
goal. Subsequently, we manipulated nostalgia with the Event Re-
flection Task, and instructed them to respond to the same five
statements as in Experiment 1, but both for their most important
goal and least important goal (in random order). Nostalgia aug-
mented meaning in life (albeit marginally) and increased motiva-
tion for the most important, but not least important, goal. Cru-
cially, nostalgia boosted motivation to pursue one’s most
important goal by augmenting meaning in life. These effects held

LT

controlling for positive affect (“happy,” “in a good mood”).

Behavioral Consequence: Turnover Intentions

As we mentioned, organizational nostalgia increases work
meaning (Leunissen et al., 2016, Studies 2-3). But does work
meaning, in turn, influence organizational outcomes? We focused,
in particular, on turnover intentions, a proxy to turnover (the two
variables are correlated at .50, according to meta-analytic evi-
dence; Steel & Ovalle, 1984; Tett & Meyer, 1993). Turnover can
be costly, as it is accompanied by loss in human resource invest-
ment (e.g., training, expertise; Ton & Huckman, 2008), by lower
job satisfaction (Krackhardt & Porter, 1985) and productivity
(Argote, Insko, Yovetich, & Romero, 1995) among remaining
employees, as well as by drop in company profits (Ton & Huck-
man, 2008). Thus, understanding the antecedents of turnover is
highly relevant to organizational functioning. We examined, in
two experiments, whether work meaning (induced by nostalgia)
qualifies as an antecedent of turnover. Given that speculation has
pointed to a negative association between work meaning and
turnover intentions (Barrick, Mount, & Li, 2013; Steger et al.,
2012), we hypothesized that work meaning would mediate the
effect of nostalgia on reduced turnover intentions.

This hypothesis was verified in two experiments. In an MTurk
study involving U.S.-residing employees, we (Leunissen et al.,
2016, Study 2) manipulated organizational nostalgia (vs. control)
with the Event Reflection Task and assessed work meaning with
the Positive Meaning subscale of the Work and Meaning Inventory
(Steger et al., 2012). Finally, we assessed turnover intentions with
five statements (Van Dick et al., 2004), such as “I frequently think
of quitting” and “I often study job offers in the daily press.” Work
meaning, as induced by organizational nostalgia, was associated
with a reduction in turnover intention, and this effect was inde-
pendent of PA. Here, we assessed positive affect by coding the
content of participants’ narratives with the Linguistic Inquiry and
Word Count software (LIWC; Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth,
2001). We replicated these findings in Study 3 of Leunissen et al.,
which was identical to Study 2 in all ways but two: First, we
assessed work meaning with the 10-item Work and Meaning
Inventory (Steger et al., 2012), and, second, we assessed positive
affect via self-report (“happy,” “in a good mood”).

Besides turnover, another organizational ailment is burnout,
defined as “a state of physical, emotional and mental exhaustion
that results from long-term involvement in work situations that are
emotionally demanding” (Schaufeli & Greenglass, 2001, p. 501).

At any given time, up to 10% of employees (Schaufeli & Buunk,
2003) from all sectors (Kristensen, Borritz, Villadsen, & Chris-
tensen, 2005) are subject to severe burnout. Also, burnout impacts
negatively on job satisfaction, absenteeism, and, importantly, turn-
over intentions (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). We wondered whether
work meaning, as induced by organizational nostalgia, would be
more beneficial to employees high than low on burnout. Specifi-
cally, we hypothesized that organizational nostalgia would (a)
augment work meaning more so among employees high (than low)
on burnout, and (b) reduce turnover intentions via work meaning
more so among employees high (than low) on burnout.

The hypotheses received experimental backing in an MTurk
study testing U.S.-residing employees (Leunissen et al., 2016,
Study 3). First, we assessed burnout with the 7-item Work Burnout
subscale of the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (Kristensen et al.,
2005). Sample items are: “Do you feel burned out because of your
work?” and “Do you feel worn out at the end of the working day?”
Next, we manipulated organizational nostalgia with the Event
Reflection Task, as in the prior experiment. Finally, we assessed
work meaning with the 10-item Work and Meaning Inventory
(Steger et al., 2012). Organizational nostalgia infused work mean-
ing more in high- than low-burnout employees, and organizational
nostalgia curtailed turnover intentions, via increases in work mean-
ing, among high-burnout employees only. These effect held after

9 cr

controlling for positive affect (“happy,” “in a good mood”).

Nostalgia Shields Against Existential Challenges

In Saul Bellow’s (1970) novel Mr. Sammler’s Planet, Wallace,
one of the characters, asserts that nostalgic memories “keep the
wolf of insignificance from the door” (p. 190). Similarly, Davis
(1979) declared that nostalgia “quiet[s] our fears of the abyss” (p.
41). We concur that nostalgia, as a wellspring of meaning, has
existential utility (Routledge, Sedikides, Wildschut, & Juhl, 2013).
It cushions against existential challenges (i.e., meaning threat,
mortality threat), thus regulating psychological distress and con-
tributing to psychological homeostasis (Wildschut et al., 2011).

Meaning Threat

Does threat to meaning in life lead to the spontaneous evocation
of nostalgia, as a defensive response? We (Routledge et al., 2011,
Study 3, p. 643) manipulated life meaninglessness among U.K.
undergraduates. In the meaning-threat condition, participants read
an essay arguing that life is meaningless: “There are approximately
7 billion people living on this planet. . . . The Earth is 5 billion
years old and the average human life span across the globe is 68
years. What is 68 years of one person’s rat-race compared with 5
billion years of history? We are no more significant than any other
form of life in the universe.” In the control condition, participants
read an essay arguing that computers have limitations: “the com-
puter never understood a word of this text. A computer does not
comprehend what is stored in its ‘memory’ any more than a book
in the library understands what it contains.” The essays were of
similar length, and were rated as equivalent on interest and orig-
inality. Participants then completed a 3-item measure of state
nostalgia (e.g., “I feel nostalgic at the moment”; Wildschut et al.,
2006). Participants in the meaning-threat condition reported feel-
ing more nostalgic than controls. The threat of a meaningless life
evoked nostalgia.
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We also wondered whether evoked nostalgia has the potential to
offset threats to meaning in life. According to existential psychol-
ogists, a direct way to offset threat is to disparage the very same
message and source that undercut meaning (Greenberg et al.,
1990). We reasoned that, if nostalgia, as a psychological resource,
safeguards the self from threat (Vess, Arndt, Routledge, Sedikides,
& Wildschut, 2012; Van Dijke, Wildschut, Leunissen, &
Sedikides, 2015), then boosting nostalgia would decrease defen-
sive responding to that threat: There will be no need for defen-
siveness, because one will have nostalgia. To test this idea, we
(Routledge et al., 2011, Study 4) manipulated nostalgia with the
Event Reflection Task among U.K. undergraduates, and then in-
troduced the abovementioned manipulation (i.e., life meaningless-
ness vs. computer limitations). Afterward, we gauged defensive
responding through participants’ reactions to the essay (two items;
e.g., “The essay is convincing in its points”) and the author (four
items; e.g., “The author is a reliable source”). In the computer
limitations condition, nostalgic participants did not differ from
controls in intensity of defensive responding. However, in the life
meaninglessness condition, nostalgic participants disparaged the
essay and its author to a lesser degree than controls. Nostalgia
relaxed defensive responding to meaning threat.

We have defined and operationalized meaning as presence of
meaning or search for meaning. An alternative conception refers to
making sense of the world in terms of fundamental relations
between objects (Arndt et al., 2013). For example, although rep-
resentational art reinforces one’s sense of meaning (i.e., all pieces
of the puzzle are in place), surrealist art can disturb sense of
meaning (i.e., objects do not follow typical patterns or structures).
We (Routledge et al., 2012, Experiment 3) proceeded to opera-
tionalize meaning that way among U.S. undergraduates (as per
Proulx, Heine, & Vohs, 2010). In the no meaning-threat condition,
we presented participants with a representational painting (John
Constable’s Landscape With a Double Rainbow) depicting a rain-
bow. However, in the meaning-threat condition, we presented
them with a Surrealist painting (Rene Magritte’s The Son of Man)
depicting a man whose face is partially obscured by a green apple.
Next, we manipulated nostalgia with the Event Reflection Task
(the control condition involved a positive event). Finally, partici-
pants completed the Presence of Meaning in Life subscale (Steger
et al., 2006). When exposed to the representational painting, nos-
talgic and control participants did not differ in meaning. However,
when exposed to the Surrealist painting, nostalgic participants
reported higher meaning than controls. That is, the Surrealist art
undermined meaning among control participants, but not among
nostalgic participants. Nostalgia buffered against meaning loss.

Mortality Threat

When faced with awareness of their mortality, individuals may
revert to nostalgia, as a move toward meaning restoration. The rich
repertoire of nostalgic remembrances may replenish the lost sense
of meaning imparted by mortality threat. We addressed these
issues in the context of mortality-prompted threats in four do-
mains: meaning in life, collective identity, death thought accessi-
bility, and death anxiety.

Nostalgia shields against mortality-prompted threat to
meaning in life. We (Routledge, Arndt, Sedikides, & Wildschut,
2008, Experiment 1) examined, in a sample of U.S. undergradu-

ates, whether nostalgia—at the trait level—shields against threat to
meaning in life prompted by reminders of one’s mortality. We
began by assessing dispositional nostalgia with eight items from
the Time Perspective Inventory (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; e.g., “1
get nostalgic about my childhood”). The manipulation followed
(Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989). In
the mortality salience condition, participants read: “Briefly de-
scribe the emotions that the thought of your own death arouses in
you. Jot down, as specifically as you can, what you think will
happen to you physically as you die and once you are physically
dead.” In the dental pain salience (i.e., control) condition, partic-
ipants read similar instructions substituting “death” for “dental
pain.” Following a standard 3-min delay (intended to remove
explicit death reminders from focal attention; Arndt, Cook, &
Routledge, 2004), we assessed meaning with 12 of the 18 No
Meaning Scale items (Kunzendorf & Maguire, 1995). These 12
items make no direct reference to death (e.g., “Life is cruel joke,”
“My place in the universe is like that of an insignificant speck of
dust”). In the dental pain salience condition, high and low nostal-
gics did not differ on reported meaning in life. However, in the
mortality salience condition, nostalgic participants expressed
greater meaning in life than control. Although awareness of their
mortality decreased meaning among controls, it did not do so
among nostalgics. The latter managed to counter mortality threat,
presumably by relying on their richer meaning reserves.

Nostalgia shields against mortality-prompted threat to col-
lective identity. We (Juhl, Routledge, Arndt, Sedikides, & Wild-
schut, 2010, Study 1) also examined, among U.S. (i.e., North
Dakota State University) undergraduates, whether nostalgia
shields against collective identity threat prompted by reminders of
one’s mortality. After completing the 8-item Time Perspective
Inventory (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999), participants were exposed to
the mortality salience versus dental pain salience manipulation
(Rosenblatt et al., 1989). Next, they read an essay, ostensibly
written by a senior student, that degraded their collective identity:
“North Dakota State University just is not that great of a college to
be honest . . . I feel like I may have made a mistake by going to
North Dakota State University.” In the dental pain salience con-
dition, high and low nostalgics did not differ in their defensiveness
(i.e., negative evaluation of the essay). However, in the mortality
salience condition, high (compared with low) nostalgics responded
less defensively. High nostalgics were presumably better able to
find meaning in their memories, thus thwarting the assault on their
collective identity.

Routledge, Juhl, Abeyta, and Roylance (2014) further tested
whether nostalgia armors against mortality-prompted threat to
national identity (Study 1) and religious identity (Study 2), among
U.S. undergraduates. In Study 1, participants completed the South-
ampton Nostalgia Scale (Barrett et al., 2010; Routledge et al.,
2008), underwent a mortality salience versus extreme pain salience
manipulation, and filled out a 3-item nationalistic sacrifice scale
(e.g., “I would die for my nation”). In the extreme pain salience
condition, low and high nostalgics did not differ on willingness for
nationalistic sacrifice. However, in the mortality salience condi-
tion, high nostalgics were less inclined toward nationalistic sacri-
fice than low nostalgics. High nostalgics were less defensive of
their national identity. In Study 2, participants worked on a word
completion task (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, Simon, &
Breus, 1994) designed to assess level of death-thought accessibil-
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ity. This task comprises 28 word fragments, six of which can be
completed to form either a death-related word or a neutral word.
For example, COFF_ _ can be completed as COFFIN or COFFEE.
The sum of completed death-related words is taken as an index of
death-thought accessibility. Following the manipulation of nostal-
gia with the Event Reflection Task, participants filled out a 3-item
religious self-sacrifice scale (e.g., “I would die for my religion™).
Control participants were more eager for religious self-sacrifice
when death-thought accessibility was high than low—a defensive
reaction. However, nostalgic participants did not differ in their
eagerness for religious sacrifice, regardless of whether death-
thought accessibility was high or low. High nostalgics were less
defensive of their religious identity.

Nostalgia shields against mortality-prompted accessibility of
death thoughts. We (Routledge et al., 2008, Experiment 2)
wondered whether nostalgia guards against consequences of mor-
tality awareness. For example, nostalgia may lessen the accessi-
bility of death thoughts. In a sample of U.S. undergraduates, we
assessed dispositional nostalgia (with the Southampton Nostalgia
Scale), manipulated mortality awareness (mortality salience vs.
dental pain salience), and measured death-thought accessibility
with the abovementioned word completion task. Within the dental
pain salience condition, nostalgia was unrelated to death-thought
accessibility. However, within the mortality salience condition,
increased nostalgia was associated with lower death-thought ac-
cessibility. Nostalgia armors against mortality awareness by com-
bating death thoughts. We (Routledge et al., 2008, Experiment 3)
replicated these findings, again in a sample of U.S. undergradu-
ates, by manipulating instead of measuring nostalgia. Specifically,
we started with the mortality salience versus dental pain salience
manipulation, administered the Event Reflection Task, and mea-
sured death-thought accessibility. In the dental pain salience con-
dition, death-thought accessibility did not vary between nostalgics
and controls. However, in the mortality salience condition, nostal-
gia (relative to control) attenuated death-thought accessibility.

Nostalgia armors against mortality-prompted death anxiety.
Does nostalgia go as far as alleviating death anxiety? We (Juhl et
al., 2010, Study 2) assessed dispositional nostalgia with the South-
ampton Nostalgia Scale, manipulated mortality awareness (mor-
tality salience vs. extreme pain salience), and measured death
anxiety using the Death of Self subscale of the Revised Collett-
Lester Fear of Death Scale (Lester, 1990), which comprises eight
aspects of death (e.g., “the shortness of life,” “the total isolation of
death”), in a sample of U.S. undergraduates. Participants in the
mortality salience (vs. extreme pain) condition manifested greater
death anxiety when they were low, but not high, on nostalgia.
Nostalgia fortifies against death anxiety.

Nostalgia Benefits Individuals With Meaning Deficits

Nostalgia conveys wellbeing benefits to individuals with chronic or
momentary deficits in meaning in life. These benefits pertain to three
domains: vitality, stress, and boredom.

Vitality

Meaning in life is positively related to wellbeing (King & Hicks,
2014; Steger, 2014). Put otherwise, persons with chronic deficits in
meaning are vulnerable to poor wellbeing. We (Routledge et al.,

2011, Study 5) operationalized (eudaemonic) wellbeing in terms of
subjective vitality (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff, 1989), which reflects
a heightened sense of aliveness and energy for living. We won-
dered whether individuals with deficits (as opposed to surfeits) in
meaning would be particularly likely to benefit from nostalgia. We
started by assessing individual differences in meaning in life using
the Purpose in Life scale (McGregor & Little, 1998). Next, we
manipulated nostalgia with the Event Reflection Task. Finally, we
measured subjective vitality with the 7-item State Vitality scale
(Ryan & Frederick, 1997; e.g., “At this moment, I feel alive and
vital,” “I am looking forward to each new day”). Nostalgia be-
stowed no subjective vitality benefits to individuals with meaning
surfeits (consistent with mutual redundancy of nostalgia and high
meaning). However, nostalgia augmented subjective vitality among
individuals with meaning deficits.

Stress

Persons with chronic meaning deficits are also vulnerable to
stress under taxing conditions (Park, 2010; Park & Folkman,
1997). We wondered whether dispositional nostalgia qualifies as a
resource for stress reduction. We (Routledge et al., 2011, Study 6)
began by assessing individual differences in meaning in life with
a single item (“My life has meaning”), although we included
additional items, as fillers, to conceal the purpose of the experi-
ment. Afterward, we manipulated nostalgia with the Event Reflec-
tion Task. Subsequently, we induced stress with the Trier Social
Stress Test (Kirschbaum, Pirke, & Hellhammer, 1993). This is a
laboratory protocol consisting of public speaking task (i.e., con-
vincing a selection panel of one’s suitability for a vacant position)
and a mental arithmetic task (i.e., subtracting serially, and as fast
and accurately as possible, the number 17 from 2,023). The pro-
tocol produces reliably subjective psychological stress responses
(Schlotz et al., 2008). Immediately following this protocol, we
assessed stress with a 3-item measure (“I feel . . .”: “jittery,”
“fearful,” “ashamed”). Nostalgia had no stress reduction benefits
for individuals with meaning surfeits. However, nostalgia allevi-
ated stress among individuals with meaning deficits. Nostalgia
afforded those individuals the fortitude to maintain equanimity in
a stressful environment.

Boredom

Boredom is characterized by dissatisfaction, negative affect, and
anxiety (Van Tilburg & Igou, 2012). In addition, boredom entails
purposelessness or lack of meaningful engagement (Van Tilburg &
Igou, 2012). As such, the state of boredom is likely to instigate a
quest for meaning (Steger et al., 2008), a quest that nostalgia may
satisfy. Stated otherwise, nostalgia will reinstitute meaning loss
that derives from boredom.

We (Van Tilburg, Igou, & Sedikides, 2013) tested these ideas in
samples of Irish undergraduates and community members. Our
first task was to ascertain that boredom leads to the spontaneous
evocation of nostalgia. We manipulated boredom in two ways.
First, we instructed participants to copy either 10 references (high
boredom condition) or two references (low boredom condition)
about concrete mixtures (Study 1). Second, we instructed partici-
pants to trace a line through either nine large spirals (high boredom
condition) or three large spirals (low boredom condition; Studies
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2-3). In all cases, participants in the high (vs. low) boredom
condition reported greater nostalgia, as assessed by a 3-item scale
(e.g., “Right now, I am feeling quite nostalgic”’; Wildschut et al.,
2006).

Boredom incites nostalgia, but does nostalgia in turn regulate
meaning? We (Van Tilburg et al., 2013, Study 4) manipulated
boredom (with the reference-copying task) and assessed meaning
by asking participants if they felt doing something: “meaningful,”
“purposeful,” “of significance,” “valuable,” and “that makes
sense” (Van Tilburg & Igou, 2013). We proceeded to assess
nostalgia in a subtle manner. After instructing participants to
retrieve a memory, we supplied them with five items that exem-
plified the content of nostalgic narratives (Wildschut et al., 2006,
Studies 1-2) and invited them to indicate their agreement with
each. The items were: “This memory revolves around a momen-
tous event (e.g., graduation ceremony, birth of a child),” “This
memory revolves around interactions with valued others,” “This
memory is about something that happened to me,” “This memory
involves the redemption or mitigation of a loss or disappointment,”
and “The content of this memory is rich.” The results were
revealing. Boredom intensified search for meaning and also in-
creased nostalgia. Crucially, search for meaning mediated the
effect of boredom on nostalgia: Bored participants became nostal-
gic when searching for meaning. We (Van Tilburg et al., Study 5)
replicated these findings in the case of dispositional boredom
(“How often do you experience boredom?”” and “How prone are
you to feeling bored?”), dispositional search for meaning (Search
for Meaning subscale of the Meaning in Life Questionnaire; Steger
et al., 2006), and state nostalgia (state version of the Southampton
Nostalgia Scale). Boredom was positively associated with search
for meaning and nostalgia, and search for meaning predicted
higher nostalgia.

In the final test of the meaning-regulation property of nostalgia,
we (Van Tilburg et al., 2013, Study 6) manipulated boredom (with
the reference-copying task) and then measured meaning reestab-
lishment via nostalgia. Participants brought to mind an event from
their past, wrote down four keywords, and stated the degree to
which their recollections were nostalgic. Next, participants indi-
cated how nostalgic they felt and whether their recollections im-
parted them with meaningfulness (“‘a sense of meaning,” “a sense
of purpose,” “the impression that things make sense,” “a sense of
value,” “a sense of significance.”). Finally, they reported meaning
in life (Presence of Meaning subscale of the Meaning in Life
Questionnaire; Steger et al., 2006). We measured meaning in life,
because our objective was to find out whether meaning was
reinstituted. Boredom evoked nostalgia, as bored (vs. control)
participants regarded their memories more nostalgic and felt more
nostalgic. In turn, higher nostalgia strengthened meaningfulness,
which led to meaning reinstitution (i.e., presence of meaning).

ELNT3

Concluding Remarks

We reviewed empirical evidence that nostalgia helps people find
meaning in their lives. It does so primarily by fostering social
connectedness, and secondarily by fostering self-continuity via
social connectedness. Nostalgia-induced meaning in life facilitates
the pursuit of one’s important goals, and in particular of one’s most
important but not least important goal. Nostalgia has remarkable
buffering qualities: It shields against meaning threat and also

against mortality-induced threat to meaning in life, to collective
identity, to death-thought accessibility, and to death anxiety. Fi-
nally, nostalgia offers psychological benefits to persons character-
ized by meaning deficits: It increases vitality, reduces stress, and
regulates meaning-seeking in boredom.

What sort of meaning does nostalgia help people find? We
argued and showed that nostalgia bolsters presence of meaning,
that is, the sense that one’s life is significant, purposeful, and
coherent. We also demonstrated that an infusion of nostalgia
terminates the search for meaning. Future research will need to
address more precisely the changes in meaning that nostalgia
might precipitate. For example, are these changes limited to an
overall judgment of presence of meaning or do they involve the
attainment of a deep and profound enlightenment of one’s chang-
ing roles in developmental context, one’s relevance to society, or
indeed one’s place in the universe? Also, do these changes apply
equivalently to all three facets of meaning in life (i.e., significance,
purposefulness, coherence; King et al., 2016) or to one of them (or
a subset of them) more than the others (Martela & Steger, 2016)?

We have illustrated that nostalgia serves as a wellspring of
meaning, but these effects were arguably of short duration. Might
nostalgia provide enduring answers to life meaninglessness or
existential dilemmas? We speculate that it might. As we discussed,
dispositional nostalgia covaries naturally with meaning in life
(Batcho et al., 2008; Leunissen et al., 2016, Study 1; Routledge et
al., 2011, Preliminary Investigation, Study 1). More to the point,
the infusion of nostalgia is not a one-off affair. For example,
nostalgia can be reinstated through interventions. In such an inter-
vention, Kersten, Cox, and Van Enkevort (2016, Study 3) manip-
ulated nostalgia three times over the course of two weeks with the
Event Reflection Task in a sample of U.S. undergraduates, and
assessed a behavioral outcome, namely, physical activity. Nostal-
gic participants exhibited more intense physical activity than con-
trols. Nostalgia can also be reinstated via self-regulation, espe-
cially in the face of adverse life circumstances. In those cases,
people may find meaning in nostalgic reflection. In turn, nostalgic
reflection may have long-term implications for psychological
health (Baldwin, Biernat, & Landau, 2015; Hepper, Wildschut,
Sedikides, Robertson, & Routledge, 2017; Routledge, Wildschut,
Sedikides, & Juhl, 2013). By affording meaningfulness, nostalgia
may form the basis for feeling healthy and being confident in one’s
physical abilities (Abeyta & Routledge, 2016), having more pos-
itive attitudes toward one’s health (Kersten et al., 2016), feeling
more optimistic about one’s health (Abeyta & Routledge, 2016;
Kersten et al., 2016), eating healthily (McCabe, Vail, Arndt, &
Goldenberg, 2013), engaging more consistently in physical activ-
ity (Kersten et al., 2016), and perhaps having reduced mortality
risk (Hill & Turiano, 2014).

Although nostalgia aids life meaningfulness, we do not wish to
advocate that nostalgia be the default option to restoring one’s
meaning in life. Here, a distinction by Gardner, Pickett, and
Knowles (2005) is relevant. These authors differentiated between
direct and indirect compensatory strategies. Direct strategies refer
to addressing heads-on a psychological predicament. For example,
if one feels lonely, one will seek out new relationships or repair
existing ones, and, if one lacks meaning, one will pursue activities
(intellectual, physical, or relational) that will likely elevate mean-
ing. Indirect strategies refer to addressing psychological predica-
ments via cognitive representations. For example, the person who
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is lonely will bring to mind close relationships in an effort to
alleviate this discomforting state, and the person who lacks mean-
ing will nostalgize in an attempt to replenish meaning. Thus,
although nostalgia may not constitute a panacea, it does have the
potential to fill in an immediate meaning gap in one’s life when
direct strategies are unavailable or costly.

And yet, one can be proactive in creating memories that will
compose the fodder for nostalgia, and thus meaning. People report
engaging in anticipatory nostalgia (Batcho & Shikh, 2016; Cheung
et al., 2017), especially for positive and personally relevant life
experiences (Cheung et al., 2017). Anticipatory nostalgia is asso-
ciated with savoring (Cheung et al., 2017), which is directly linked
to the formation of nostalgic memories (Biskas et al., 2017).
Further, anticipatory nostalgia (about one’s university) ahead of a
life transition (i.e., graduation) predicts nostalgia about one’s uni-
versity life as well as self-esteem and social connectedness months
later. Parenthetically, this is another example of nostalgia’s poten-
tial to have long-term psychological consequences.

In conclusion, humans are prone to seeking and maintaining
meaningfulness (Becker, 1971). They do so, in part, via nostalgiz-
ing. By enriching people’s lives with meaning, nostalgia contrib-
utes to motivated goal pursuit, psychological equanimity, and
psychological or even physical health.
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