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Abstract 

The goal of this study was to examine the discrepancy in results found by research using 

experimentally induced nostalgia and research investigating the effects of nostalgia in daily 

life. Nostalgia has been defined as a sentimental longing for the past and has become a 

frequently researched topic in recent years. Experimentally induced nostalgia has been shown 

to increase positive affect. However this effect is not found when people experience nostalgia 

in their daily life. Intensity was chosen as the factor causing the difference between these two 

types of nostalgic experiences. Experimentally induced nostalgia’s positive effects on affect 

would therefore be attributable to the experience itself being a unique, memorable, and 

positive event not to the nostalgic feeling associated with it. In order to test this, nostalgia 

was split into two separate categories: ordinary and distinct nostalgia. Ordinary nostalgia 

requested that participants write about an ordinary past event that made them feel nostalgic. 

Whereas participants in the distinct nostalgia condition were asked to describe the most 

nostalgic event they could recollect. The expected result was to find a positive effect on 

affective ratings for the distinct nostalgia condition but not for the ordinary nostalgia 

condition. Two moderators were also assessed in this study: depressive symptoms and 

satisfaction with life which were thought to influence the affective ratings except for in the 

distinct nostalgia condition. Instead however no differences in affective ratings between 

conditions are found. Possible opportunities for future research to investigate why this study 

showed no significant differences in affective ratings between conditions are discussed.  
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Introduction 

 Theories of nostalgia have changed significantly throughout history. Initially nostalgia 

was coined as a term by Johannes Hofer (1688/1934) describing the symptoms Swiss 

mercenaries experienced while they were fighting away from home. Later it retained its 

negative connotation when Scheuchzer (1731) labelled it as a neurological disease. This 

attitude was maintained well in to the 20th century when it was described as a psychiatric and 

psychosomatic disorder (McCann, 1941). However, in recent years nostalgia has been viewed 

from a different, more positive perspective. Nostalgia has been defined as a sentimental 

longing for the past (Wildschut, et al., 2006) and has become a frequently researched topic in 

the last years (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2016). Sedikides et al. (2015) describes nostalgia as a 

bittersweet but mostly positive emotion that supports people’s well-being and can even 

function as a buffer against psychological and physical harm.  

Nostalgia’s positive influence mainly comes in the form of three functions: self-

oriented, existential and social. It accomplishes its self-oriented function by raising self-

positivity and perceptions of a positive future (Wildschut et al. 2006). The existential 

function is mainly achieved by making one’s perception of life more meaningful by bringing 

to mind important life events as a buffer (Routledge et al., 2011). The sociality function is 

fulfilled by recalling the important people from one’s past and thus fostering social thoughts 

in the mind of the person experiencing nostalgia (Wildschut et al., 2006). Beyond these three 

functions nostalgia also generally produces positive affect while not increasing negative 

affect.  

An important role of nostalgia is to maintain psychological and physiological 

homeostasis. Whenever a person encounters a harmful stimulus nostalgia can be used as a 

buffer against this negative influence by raising self-positivity, increasing the meaning one 

sees in their life, and diminishing attachment avoidance (Wildschut et al., 2010). 
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Experiencing negative affect (Barrett et al., 2010; Wildschut et al., 2006), loneliness 

(Wildschut et al. 2010), or even a negative physiological stimulus like cold (Zhou et al., 

2012), all become more tolerable with higher levels of nostalgia.  

In psychological research on nostalgia, the Event Reflection Task (ERT) has become 

commonplace in order to evoke nostalgic memories and then measure its effects on, for 

instance, people’s optimism, consumer behaviour and prosociality (Cheung et al., 2013; Kim 

and Yim et al., 2018; Wildschut et al., 2014). The goal of these ERTs is to induce a feeling of 

nostalgia (or no feeling of nostalgia in the control condition) in the participant by having 

them describe a nostalgic event (or and ordinary event in the control condition) which they 

have experienced and then these nostalgia conditions can be compared with the control 

condition in order to observe the effects of experiencing nostalgia.  

 Recently, several of these claims about the positive influences and useful functions of 

nostalgia have been called into question in the paper by Newman et al. (2020). Particularly it 

has been postulated that the effect of nostalgia in improving well-being has been 

overestimated due to the methodology that is used to induce nostalgia, the ERT. In one of 

their studies they had participants complete both the ERT as well as a 1-week daily diary 

study with one half completing the ERT first and the other half completing the 1-week daily 

diary first (Newman et al., 2020; study 5). The latter was also used in other studies in their 

paper and required participants to complete a diary questionnaire at the end of each day 

which contained five nostalgic event items. They found that participants showed less 

nostalgia, positivity, meaning in life, longing for the past, positive affect and more negativity 

when reporting daily nostalgic events than when they reported their most nostalgic 

experience in the ERT. This suggests that nostalgia as it is induced by the ERT is not 

reflective of nostalgia as it is experienced in daily life.  
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The reason for this difference stated in the paper by Newman and colleagues is that 

the positive effects found in experimental studies of nostalgia on well-being exist because the 

participants are asked to recollect a unique nostalgic event. In particular the instruction of the 

ERT states “Please think of a nostalgic event in your life. Specifically, try to think of a past 

event that makes you feel most nostalgic.” (Wildschut et al., 2006; study 6). The key word in 

this instruction being the word most. The positivity of the nostalgic event is thus largely 

caused by the contents of the event itself being positive and not because evoking nostalgia 

made the participant experience a positive feeling. 

The goal of this present research is therefore to investigate what exactly the difference 

is between the commonly researched distinct nostalgic events on the one hand, and ordinary 

daily life nostalgic experiences on the other hand. Specifically, this study seeks to 

experimentally induce and compare distinct and ordinary nostalgic and how these two types 

of nostalgia compare to participants who have not been induced with nostalgia. The purpose 

of investigating these types of nostalgia experimentally is to determine the factor which is the 

cause of these two distinct types of nostalgia. Since Newman et al. (2020) by using daily 

diary questionnaires rather than a second similar experimental condition for their 

manipulation changed more than one factor between the two conditions. To be able to 

compare these two types of nostalgia, a new “ordinary nostalgia” condition was created in 

addition to the standard nostalgia ERT (Sedikides et al., 2015, Appendix B). In this ordinary 

nostalgia condition participants are asked to complete essentially the same task as the 

standard nostalgia ERT. Except in this condition the participants are requested to write about 

a nostalgic experience related to things that in the past were part of someone’s everyday life 

like clothing or media. The control condition used in this study is very similar to the control 

condition used in the standard ERT study design (Sedikides et al., 2015, Appendix B). In this 

control condition participants were requested to think about an ordinary past event with no 
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mention of nostalgia. This condition was then used to check if nostalgia was properly induced 

and whether or not the presence of nostalgia changes the effects of reflecting on past events. 

The distinct nostalgia ERT still asked participants to describe the most nostalgic event. 

Specifically, they were asked to write about things related to important life events like high 

school graduations and comparable events. It was expected that when participants were asked 

about the most nostalgic event they would bring to mind a very special and dear memory. 

This then causes an increase in positive affect since the participant recollected an event that 

was unique and positive. However when asked to recollect the ordinary nostalgic event the 

participant should experience no change in affect. Since the event that was recollected should 

be similar to an experience from their daily life like the event recollected in the control 

condition.  

In addition, the present study tested two potential moderators of this effect. It could be 

that in the ordinary nostalgia condition experiencing nostalgia becomes a source of negative 

affect when the participant has a negative view of their current life, because the event 

recollected is expected to be reflective of their life which they view as negative. In order to 

investigate this possible negative effect of ordinary nostalgic experiences, depressive 

symptoms and satisfaction with life were investigated as factors that make recollecting these 

types of nostalgic events have a negative impact on a person’s affective state. It has already 

been shown that habitual worriers experience increased distress when ruminating about 

nostalgic events (Verplanken, 2012). It was expected that people with depressive symptoms 

and low satisfaction with life would also experience negative consequences from nostalgia, 

but only when ordinary nostalgic events were recollected as these are more reflective of the 

state of their daily life. This effect was not expected to be present with distinct nostalgic 

experiences since it should be possible for everyone to be able to remember a positive 

nostalgic event to reflect on regardless of the general view on their current life. 
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Hypotheses  

 The first hypothesis is that distinct nostalgic events will cause higher positive affect 

and lower negative affect than ordinary events. Second, distinct nostalgic events will result in 

higher positive affect and lower negative affect for the participant compared to an ordinary 

non-nostalgic life event. Third, ordinary nostalgic and ordinary non-nostalgic events are 

equal in positive and negative affect scores. Fourth, the affect scores of participants in the 

distinct nostalgia condition will not be affected by the score on the two moderators: life 

satisfaction and depressive symptoms. On the other hand, ordinary nostalgic and ordinary 

non-nostalgic events will obtain higher levels of negative affect and lower levels of positive 

affect as levels of life satisfaction decrease and levels of depressive symptoms increase.  

 

Method 

Procedure  

The entirety of this study took place online using the online survey platform Qualtrics. 

After giving informed consent, the participants completed two scales assessing the 

moderating variables, the Centre for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale as a measure of 

depressive symptom load (CES-D; Radloff, 1977), and the Satisfaction with Life Scale 

(Diener et, al. 1985) measuring satisfaction with life, both of these scales have been used in 

previous research on the topic (Newman et al., 2020). In contrast with previous research these 

two scales were used here to measure the moderators of this study. They were measured first 

as we are interested in participants level of depressive symptoms and satisfaction with life 

before the ERT. The reason being that during the ERT participants were requested to recall a 

certain event of their life which might have biased their responses. A more general view of 

the level of depressive symptoms and satisfaction with life was preferred. 



DISTINCT AND ORDINARY NOSTALGIA  8 
 

After completing these two questionnaires, participants were randomly assigned to 

one of three conditions of the Event Reflection Task (Appendix A). The distinct nostalgic 

event category, the ordinary nostalgic event category, and the control event category. All of 

the participants were required to write for 3 minutes before being able to continue further and 

the essay had to have a length between 50 and 300 words. 

After having completed the essay writing task participants rated their affect on items 

based on the affective circumplex model (Feldman Barrett & Russel, 1998; Brandstätter, 

2007; Nezlek, 2005). These measures were used to ascertain the affective consequences of 

writing the essay and are our dependent variables directly adopted from research by Newman 

et al. (2020).  

Afterwards, participants answered five questions about the event reflection task they 

had just completed. These questions served as the manipulation check for the event reflection 

task. The manipulation check happened after the affect ratings since it talked about nostalgic 

experiences which were not induced in the control condition. Asking these questions could 

have caused participants in the control condition to spontaneously reminisce about a nostalgic 

memory too.  

Finally, participants indicated basic demographic data (age and gender), were 

thanked, and redirected to claim their reward. The compensation for the completion of the 

survey was 0.90 GBP and it took an average of 9 minutes to complete. 

Materials:  

Moderators. In order to assess depressive symptoms the Centre for Epidemiologic 

Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977) was used consisting of 20 items on a 1-4 

Likert scale where participants had to indicate how often they had certain experiences over 

the course of the past week. For satisfaction with life, the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener 
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et, al. 1985) measured ratings of satisfaction with life using 5 items on a 1-7 Likert scale (1 = 

Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree).  

ERT. The ERT contained three separate categories: a distinct nostalgic, an ordinary 

nostalgic, and a control event category. Participants in the distinct nostalgic event category 

were requested to fill in the standard version of nostalgic event reflection used in nostalgia 

research (Sedikides et al., 2015), with some changes to the instructions. The ordinary 

nostalgic event category featured a changed version of the distinct nostalgia condition in 

order to evoke a more common everyday feeling of nostalgia compared to the strong and 

exceptional feeling evoked in the distinct nostalgia condition. One of the changes to this 

condition to separate it from the standard “distinct” nostalgia condition is by asking 

participants to “think of an ordinary nostalgic event in your life. Specifically, try to think of a 

past event that recently made you feel nostalgic.” Instead of “think of a distinct nostalgic 

event in your life. Specifically try to think of the past event that makes you feel most 

nostalgic.” Another change was to tell people about two different types of nostalgia: one 

which focusses on specific and meaningful life events they attended like their high school 

graduation; the other one focussed on everyday objects and media like old landline phones, 

old clothing, or tv-shows/movies they watched as a child. The participants in the distinct 

nostalgia condition were asked to focus on the former, the participants in the ordinary 

nostalgia condition on the latter. Participants in the control event category were requested to 

write about an ordinary event from their past with no mention of nostalgia in the task. Again 

this part of the study has been taken from previous research on nostalgia (Sedikides et al., 

2015). This condition was then altered to be more comparable with the other two conditions 

in the study. 

Affect. The measure for the affective consequences of writing the essay in this study 

was a set of items based on the affective circumplex model (Feldman Barrett & Russel, 1998; 
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Brandstätter, 2007; Nezlek, 2005). Four different types of affect were measured: Positive 

activated (PA) assessed using the items enthusiastic, delighted, happy, glad, and excited; 

Positive deactivated (PD) assessed using the items calm, peaceful, relaxed, contented, and at 

ease; Negative activated (NA) assessed using the items stressed, angry, annoyed, tense, and 

nervous; and Negative deactivated (ND) assessed using the items depressed, disappointed, 

miserable, gloomy, and sad. On all these items participants had to indicate how much they 

felt like them or not on a 1-7 Likert scale (with three points being labelled: 1 = do not feel 

this way at all, 4 = feel this way moderately, 7 = feel this way very strongly). The ratings on 

this questionnaire assessed our dependent variables of interest.  

Manipulation check. The manipulation check contained five questions three of these 

questions were based on earlier research (Sedikides et al., 2015) and the last two questions 

were added specifically to check if there was any difference in intensity between the different 

conditions, specifically between the ordinary and distinct nostalgia condition. These added 

items were: “I was immersed in my experience,” and “Right now, my nostalgic feelings are 

intense.” All five of these questions were rated on the same 1-7 Likert scale (1 = Strongly 

disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). 

Participants 

A total of N = 214 participants (n = 108 female, n = 105 male, n = 1 preferred not to say) 

were recruited for this study using Prolific Academic (https://www.prolific.co/). The age of 

the sample ranged from 18 to 57 years (M = 28.38 years, SD = 8.15 years). The number of 

participants in each condition was: 49 in the control condition, 86 in the ordinary nostalgia 

condition, 79 in the distinct nostalgia condition. As a result of an unknown allocation error in 

Qualtrics our conditions contain an unequal amount of participants. The decision was made to 

continue the analyses with these data nonetheless.  

 

https://www.prolific.co/
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Results 

The statistical analyses in this study were conducted in SPSS. Pre-registration of the 

hypotheses, procedures, materials and statistical analyses took place in order to comply with 

current standards for good research practices. Also the data and syntax that were used to 

obtain the results have been made available and can be retrieved from: https://osf.io/jvh5b/. 

Manipulation check.  

To see if nostalgia was successfully primed a one-factorial ANOVA was conducted 

on the initial three manipulation check ratings (Sedikides et al., 2015). A main effect of 

condition for these three ratings was found, F(2, 211) = 4.669, p = .010, ηp
2 = .042. Planned 

comparisons between the three different conditions revealed the expected results thus 

indicating that the manipulation of nostalgia worked as planned: the ordinary nostalgia 

condition contained higher nostalgia ratings than control, t(133) = 1.96, p = .026, d = 0.34; 

the distinct nostalgia condition also contained higher nostalgia ratings when compared to the 

control condition, t(126) = 3.066, p = .003, d = 0.19; Finally no significant difference in 

nostalgia ratings was found between the ordinary and distinct nostalgia condition, t(163) = 

1.18, p = .238, d = 0.53, also see figure 1.  

An ANOVA was also used to investigate if intensity of the nostalgic experience was 

successfully manipulated. A main effect of condition for these added two manipulation check 

ratings measuring the intensity of the essay writing experience was not found, F(2, 211) = 

2.479, p = .086, ηp
2 = .023. So while nostalgia was successfully manipulated there is no 

confirmation that the intensity of the experience differed, see figure 2. Most importantly 

intensity ratings did not differ between ordinary (M = 8.70, SD = 2.15) and distinct nostalgia 

(M = 8.94, SD = 2.20). 

 

 

https://osf.io/jvh5b/
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Figure 1. Mean rating on manipulation check items of level of nostalgia experienced from 

the essay writing task.  

 

Figure 2. Mean rating on manipulation check items of level of intensity experienced from the 

essay writing task.  
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Affect  

 There are 4 different categories of affect in the affective circumplex model: positive 

activated, positive deactivated, negative activated, negative deactivated. For each of these 

four categories an ANOVA was performed in order to assess whether the ratings on these 

factors differed between conditions. Yet no difference in affect ratings was found between 

conditions for any of the four categories: Positive activated, F(2,211) = 0.20, p = .818, ηp
2 < 

.01; Positive deactivated, F(2,211) = 0.76, p = .470, ηp
2 < .01; Negative activated, F(2,211) = 

2.21, p = .112, ηp
2 = .02; Negative deactivated, F(2,211) = 0.65, p = .512, ηp

2 < .01. So, 

whether the participant wrote an essay about a normal ordinary, nostalgic ordinary, or distinct 

nostalgic memory did not change any of their affect ratings.  

Depression  

 There were two moderators assessed in this study: depressive symptoms and 

satisfaction with life. It was expected that these two variables would have an influence on the 

affective ratings for the control and ordinary nostalgia condition but not the distinct nostalgia 

condition. First, depressive symptoms were examined which were measured using the CES-

D. An increase in the score on the CES-D was thought to both decrease positive affect and 

increase negative affect. However these analyses were mainly preformed in order to assess 

whether or not there was an interaction effect between depressive symptoms and condition. It 

was expected that participants in both the control and ordinary nostalgia condition would be 

negatively affected by this experience if they had depressive feelings. The reason being that a 

negative outlook on life would make reminiscing about a regular life bring to mind the life 

they are unsatisfied with. Distinct nostalgic events however were expected to increase 

positive affect and decrease negative affect no matter the level of depressive symptoms, 

because special events will always be seen as nice regardless of someone’s general look on 

their current life.  
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For these analyses the conditions were contrast-coded. The ordinary nostalgia and 

ordinary non-nostalgia conditions were coded -0.5 and the distinct nostalgia condition was 

coded 0.5. The expected main effects of depressive symptoms were found for all the different 

forms of affect. As can be seen in Table 1, the main effects show that an increase in 

depressive symptoms correlated with an increase in negative and a decrease in positive affect. 

However no significant interaction effect was found. Table 1 shows that while depressive 

symptoms did influence the ratings on the various affect measures as expected, there were no 

differences in these influences of depressive symptoms for both groups across all measures as 

all interaction effects showed non-significant results. 

  



DISTINCT AND ORDINARY NOSTALGIA  15 
 

Table 1. Overview of multiple regression analyses between depressive symptoms and 

condition, and the four types of measured affect. 

Effect Coeff. t p-value 95% CI 

Criterion: PA     

Depressive symptoms -2.269 4.856 < .001 [-3.191, -1.348] 

Condition 0.703 .740 .460 [-1.170, 2.576]  

Depressive symptoms*Condition -0.610 .652 .515 [-2.452, 1.233] 

     

Criterion PD:     

Depressive symptoms  -2.656 5.825 < .001 [-3.555, -1.757] 

Condition 0.031 .033 .974 [-1.797, 1.858] 

Depressive symptoms*Condition  -0.451 .494 .622 [-2.249, 1.247] 

     

Criterion NA:     

Depressive symptoms  3.093 7.092 < .001 [2.233, 3.953] 

Condition -0.279 -.314 .754 [-2.027, 1.469] 

Depressive symptoms*Condition  1.539 1.765 .079 [-.180, 3.259] 

     

Criterion ND:      

Depressive symptoms 3.985 9.194 < .001 [3.131, 4.839] 

Condition 0.175 .198 .843 [-1.563, 1.912] 

Depressive symptoms*Condition  0.153 .176 .860 [-1.556, 1.861] 

Note: PA = Positive activated affect, PD = Positive deactivated affect, NA = Negative 

activated affect, ND = Negative deactivated affect.   
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Satisfaction with life 

An increase in the score on the Satisfaction with Life Scale was thought to increase positive 

affect and decrease negative affect. Just like depressive symptoms satisfaction with life was 

thought to have increased effectiveness on affect in the ordinary nostalgia and control 

condition compared to the distinct nostalgia condition. In contrast with depressive symptoms, 

satisfaction with life was thought to increase positive affect and decrease negative affect. In 

table 2 can be seen that satisfaction with life showed significant main effects with all 4 being 

in the direction that was expected. Meaning that satisfaction with life was correlated 

positively with positive affect and negatively with negative affect. Just as with depressive 

symptoms however none of the interaction effects were significant meaning that these 

relations are equally strong across both groups. So since the interactions were significant for 

neither depressive symptoms nor satisfaction with life the fourth hypothesis that these two 

factors influence affect only for the control and ordinary nostalgia condition is rejected.  
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Table 2. Overview of multiple regression analyses between satisfaction with life and 

condition, and the four types of measured affect. 

Effect Coeff. T p-value 95% CI 

Criterion: PA     

Satisfaction with life 2.982 6.681 < .001 [2.102, 3.862] 

Condition 0.313 .343 .732 [-1.484, 2.109] 

Satisfaction with life*Condition 1.071 1.199 .232 [-0.689, 2.830] 

     

Criterion PD:     

Satisfaction with life  2.897 6.504 < .001 [2.019. 3.775] 

Condition -0.343 .377 .707 [-2.135, 1.450] 

Satisfaction with life*Condition  -0.416 .467 .641 [-2.172, 1.340] 

     

Criterion NA:     

Satisfaction with life  -1.931 4.148 < .001 [-2.849, -1.104] 

Condition 0.025 .026 .979 [-1.850, 1.899] 

Satisfaction with life*Condition  -0.374 .401 .689 [-2.209, 1.462] 

     

Criterion ND:      

Satisfaction with life  -2.667 5.562 < .001 [-3.613, -1.722] 

Condition 0.577 .589 .557 [-1.354, 2.507] 

Satisfaction with life*Condition -0.512 .534 .594 [-2.403, 1.379] 

Note: PA = Positive activated affect, PD = Positive deactivated affect, NA = Negative 

activated affect, ND = Negative deactivated affect.  
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Discussion 

 This study’s purpose was to examine the way that ordinary nostalgic and distinct 

nostalgic experiences differ in their influence on people’s feelings. Particularly, affect was 

measured in order to demonstrate these differences. For this purpose three separate conditions 

were created to assess the differences in affect. In the control condition participants wrote 

about an ordinary event that happened in the past; in the ordinary nostalgia condition 

participants wrote about an ordinary event from the past that gave them nostalgic feelings; the 

final condition was the distinct nostalgia condition where participants were asked to describe 

the most nostalgic event they had ever experienced.  

These conditions were based on previous research by Sedikides et al. (2015). They 

instead used only two conditions: a similar control condition and a nostalgia condition that 

just like our distinct nostalgia condition requested the most nostalgic experience. They found 

that participants in the nostalgia condition had increased self-positivity, saw life as more 

meaningful, had more positive perceptions of the future, and showed a larger degree of 

sociality when compared to the control condition. The splitting of the nostalgia condition into 

two separate conditions was an idea that came from a paper by Newman et al. (2020). In this 

paper they investigated the difference between nostalgia as it occurs in daily life and 

nostalgia as it is induced in the lab. Daily life experiences of nostalgia and their effects were 

acquired by answering questionnaires containing questions about well-being and the 

occurrence of nostalgic experiences. For the nostalgia as it was induced in the lab they used 

the same Event Reflection Task as Sedikides et al. (2015). Results for both days with and 

without nostalgic experiences were collected for the analyses. Newman and colleagues did 

not find reduced negative affect, raised self-esteem, and increased meaning in life when 

comparing days with nostalgic events with ordinary days. However, nostalgia when induced 

experimentally did show a significant improvement when compared to either daily report. 
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The reason for this discrepancy according to the paper was due to the fact that experiments 

inducing nostalgia ask for the most nostalgic experience and it is the positivity of these 

extreme events that makes recollecting them a positive experience not the nostalgic feeling 

that comes with it.  

In this study, nostalgia was also induced using the ERT for all three conditions. 

However, there was no significant difference between these conditions on affect ratings. 

Contrary to our predictions which stated that participants in the distinct nostalgia condition 

would show increased positive and decreased negative affect when compared to the ordinary 

nostalgia and control condition. The only significant difference between the three conditions 

was that participants in the control condition felt less nostalgic than participants in the 

ordinary and distinct nostalgia condition. This also meant that the distinct nostalgia condition 

did not score higher on the items measuring the intensity of the experience.  

Finally, two moderators (depressive symptoms and satisfaction with life) were 

assessed. The idea was that these two moderators would influence the affect ratings for the 

control and ordinary nostalgia condition, but not the distinct nostalgia condition. Instead these 

two variables showed no moderating effect. It appears that regardless of the type of event 

recollected the influence of the two moderators on emotional affect stays the same. This 

result together with the effect of condition on affect not showing any significant differences 

indicates that nostalgia had no significant influence on people’s affective state despite the 

manipulation check indicating it was successfully manipulated. In the next section potential 

reasons for these findings and directions for future research are discussed. 

Limitations and future research 

 The discrepancy between the results of this study and the findings of Newman and 

colleagues (2020) could be because the everyday nostalgic experiences captured in their 

studies were not similar to the ordinary nostalgia condition of this paper. The important 
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change in this study was to experimentally manipulate the difference between daily nostalgic 

experiences and the typical ERT induced nostalgia on a specific variable. The variable that 

has been chosen in this study is intensity. This variable was manipulated between the two 

nostalgia conditions by having them focus on two different types of nostalgic event, an 

ordinary and a distinct one. The ordinary nostalgia condition primarily focussed on getting 

people to write about nostalgic objects and media. While the distinct nostalgia condition 

retained the focus on writing about the most nostalgic event a person could recollect. The 

idea was that this would make the ordinary nostalgic experience feel less positive and unique.  

 It is however possible that intensity of the nostalgic experience was not manipulated 

strongly enough. While the manipulation check on the three items taken from Sedikides and 

colleagues (2015) which measured whether or not nostalgia had been effectively manipulated 

showed significant results, this result was not found for the two questions that were added 

which measured the intensity of the experience. There are several possible reasons for this. 

One is that these two questions were not enough to give a proper indication of whether or not 

the manipulation was effective. On the hand this is quite possible given that the two added 

measures were not verified beforehand. On the other hand these questions do clearly ask the 

participants about the intensity of their experience in a sensible way. So it is possible that 

intensity was measured correctly. Instead it was the manipulation between the ordinary and 

distinct condition that was not different enough to induce two separate forms of nostalgia.  

One explanation is that participants were not able to come up with a memory of them having 

an ordinary nostalgic experience as these are not as memorable as intense nostalgic 

experiences. This leads to participants in the ordinary nostalgia condition recollecting and 

writing down more intense nostalgic experiences since they come to mind more easily. The 

suggestion for future research would be to change the wording of the ordinary nostalgia 

condition to specifically focus on a nostalgic experience that someone had the previous week. 
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This could eliminate the problem of participants providing the most memorable nostalgic 

experience since it is the only one they can recollect. It also provides a potential alternative 

explanation for the discrepancy between the two different types of nostalgia. It should be 

possible for most participants to have a nostalgic experience to recall as research has shown 

these type of experiences to be quite common with 80% of participants stating they 

experience nostalgia at least once a week (Wildschut et al., 2006). Another explanation is that 

problem exists because participants in the ordinary nostalgia condition wanted to recall a 

distinct nostalgic event since it would make them feel better, since these are likely to be more 

positive compared to an ordinary nostalgic event.  

The final explanation is that the changes in the ERT between the ordinary nostalgia 

condition and the distinct nostalgia condition were not appropriate to create two separate 

conditions. However, this explanation has its flaws. First, care was taken to make the two 

conditions similar except with regard to the changes in definition and type of memory 

requested. This rules out a lot of other potential influences muddling the impact of the two 

separate manipulation tasks. Second, these changes are congruent with the changes applied 

between the nostalgia condition and the control condition of the ERT as it was developed by 

Wildschut et al. (2006). Since in this task it is assumed that asking for a specifically nostalgic 

past event rather than any ordinary past event and providing information about what exactly 

nostalgia is by telling participants the dictionary definition is enough to separate these two 

categories. This is not dissimilar from the approach that was taken to separate ordinary from 

distinct nostalgia in this study. The participants were asked to either focus on specifically an 

ordinary nostalgic event or the most nostalgic event and they were also given information 

about what exactly might cause the specific type of nostalgia requested from them. While 

these conditions function similarly there is still the possibility that the strength of the 

difference is not comparable. Reflecting on nostalgic objects or media from the past was 
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expected to create a significantly less intense nostalgic experience than important past life 

events like a graduation. Therefore telling participants to focus on nostalgia related to objects 

or media from the past was expected to cause less positive and more negative affect than 

telling participants to focus on nostalgia related to important life events. However it is 

possible that people feel quite a strong sense of nostalgia for objects or media from the past. 

In order to check this hypothesis it is advised to study not only the manipulation check but 

also the contents of the essays written in order to assess if this manipulation creates two 

separate experiences of nostalgia. 

It should be pointed out that it is still possible for other factors than the manipulation 

issue to have contributed to the results which have been found. For instance it could also be 

that there is no noticeable difference in intensity between the two types of nostalgia 

recollected. The reason being that intensity is not the variable which determines the 

difference between daily life experiences of nostalgia and nostalgia as it is typically induced 

in the lab. It was chosen as the most likely variable separating these two types of nostalgic 

experiences since Newman et al. (2020) pointed to the use of the phrase “think of a past event 

that makes you feel most nostalgic” in the ERT. The paper then continues to explain that a 

focus on specifically the most nostalgic event is what differentiates it from a more common 

nostalgic experience. Thus, the change between the two conditions focussed on evoking a 

more mundane and common nostalgic experience for the ordinary nostalgia condition while 

the distinct nostalgia condition retained the focus on the most nostalgic event.  

A possible alternative could be that actively pursuing nostalgia has positive effects 

while involuntarily experiencing nostalgia has negative effects regardless of the contents. A 

possible way to quantify this is by comparing people who score higher on the Personal 

Inventory of Nostalgic Experiences scale (PINE; Newman et al., 2020) compared to the 

Southampton Nostalgia Scale (SNS; Barrett et al., 2010; Routledge et al., 2008) as a measure 
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of nostalgia. Since one of the important differences between these two scales is the lack of 

questions relating to actively seeking out nostalgic experiences in the PINE. 

The next limitation is a common one which relates to the population chosen for this 

study. While there was an almost equal spread between men and women, the mean age for 

this study was fairly young and while there were older participants it did not go above 57 

years. This is worth noting since it has been hypothesized before that older people feel 

nostalgic more often and receive more benefits from nostalgic experiences than younger 

people (Newman et al. 2020). It is not uncommon for the participants in nostalgia research to 

range from 20 to 80 years old or even broader (Wildschut et al. 2006; Hepper, Robertson, 

Wildschut, Sedikides, & Routledge, 2014). The suggestion for future research would be to 

use either a sample with more age variation or to use samples of several specific age groups 

across multiple studies when preforming experiments similar to this one. 

Another angle to look at is the dependent variable. Affect was used as the sole 

dependent variable in this study. In previous studies on nostalgia other variables have also 

been used to measure the impact of nostalgia: like the self-positivity, existential, and sociality 

functions (Sedikides et al., 2015) as well as well-being, meaning in life, regret and rumination 

(Newman et al., 2020). Affect was chosen as a variable since both the Newman and Sedikides 

paper used it as a dependent variable. The other two being self-esteem and meaning in life 

which are not as good choices for investigating the bittersweet experience of nostalgia. 

However there has been previous research in which the nostalgia condition did not show an 

increase in positive affect ratings with the control condition (Cheung et al., 2013, Study 3; 

Stephan et al., 2014, Study 4 and 5;  Zhou, et al., 2012; Study 2, 3, and 4). So experiencing 

nostalgia does not always lead to an increase in positive affect. This inconsistent relation 

between nostalgia and positive affect is something which has not yet been fully investigated, 

despite it being of crucial importance to the implications of experiencing nostalgia.  
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Conclusion 

 Intensity as a factor was unable to explain the differences as found by Newman et al. 

(2020) between the daily life experiences of nostalgia and nostalgia when induced in the lab. 

Moreover no significant positive effects of nostalgia were found at all even when participants 

were asked to describe the most nostalgic event they could recall. Nostalgia did not display 

the bittersweetness commonly associated with it in research on the topic. Therefore it is 

important for future research to determine if there are positive effects of nostalgic 

experiences on affect. Only after this has been determined can the underlying causes and 

potential moderators be fully investigated.  
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Appendix A: INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE EVENT REFLECTION TASK  

 

Part 1a) General instructions nostalgia conditions 

According to the Oxford Dictionary, “nostalgia” is defined as a “sentimental longing for the 

past.” Your task now will be to write about a nostalgic experience.  

Nostalgia can be evoked by many different memories. People can feel nostalgia when they 

think about very specific events they witnessed in the past like their high school graduation or 

other meaningful events they attended. But people also feel nostalgia when thinking about 

everyday objects and events from their past like old landline phones, clothing from past 

decades, or tv shows/movies they watched as a child.  

 

Part 1b) General instructions control condition 

Your task will be to write about an ordinary event in your life. This ordinary event could be 

about many different things. It could be about a typical interaction you’ve had with people or 

a common activity that you have engaged in. As long as it is an event that has happened to 

you in your own life.  

 

Part 2a) Specific instructions distinct nostalgia condition 

Given that so many things can inspire nostalgia, we would like to ask you to focus 

specifically on nostalgic experiences of the former kind. This standardizes what our 

participants write about and makes our data more comparable.  

So please think of a distinct nostalgic event in your life. Specifically, try to think of the past 

event that makes you feel most nostalgic. As mentioned above, classic examples of such 

events are high school graduations etc., that is, life events that were very important to you in 
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the past. But you are of course free to come up with any event that fits this definition. But 

please try to adhere to the definition we provided above. 

 

Part 2b) Specific instructions ordinary nostalgia condition 

Given that so many things can inspire nostalgia, we would like to ask you to focus 

specifically on nostalgic experiences of the latter kind. This standardizes what our 

participants write about and makes our data more comparable.  

So please think of an ordinary nostalgic event in your life. Specifically, try to think of a past 

event that recently made you feel nostalgic. As mentioned above, classic examples of such 

events are things (e.g., clothing) or media (e.g., TV shows), that is, things that were part of 

your everyday life in the past. But you are of course free to come up with any object or event 

that fits this definition. But please try to adhere to the definition we provided above. 

 

Part 2c) instructions control condition (continued) 

Please bring to mind an ordinary event in your life. Specifically, try to think of a past event 

that is ordinary. Bring this ordinary experience to mind. Immerse yourself in the ordinary 

experience. How does it make you feel? Please spend a couple of minutes thinking about how 

it makes you feel. Please write down four keywords relevant to this ordinary event (i.e., 

words that describe the experience).  
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Part 3) General instructions (continued) 

Using the space provided below, for the next few minutes, we would like you to write about 

the event. Immerse yourself into this experience. Describe the experience and how it makes 

you feel. 

Bring this experience to mind. Immerse yourself in the experience. How does it make you 

feel? Please spend a couple of minutes thinking about how it makes you feel. Please write 

down four keywords relevant to this nostalgic memory (i.e., words that describe it). Using the 

space provided below, for the next few minutes, we would like you to write about the event. 

 

Remember your essay needs to be between 50 to 300 words long and you have at least 3 

minutes to complete it.  

 


