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ABSTRACT 

Nostalgia, a sentimental longing for the past, has emerged as a powerful psychological construct that shapes 

consumer attitudes, identity, and brand relationships across diverse market contexts. In branding, nostalgia can 

enhance affect, strengthen self-continuity, and foster social connectedness, which in turn elevate brand attachment, 

trust, and purchase intention. Strategically, firms deploy retro branding and heritage cues to evoke 

autobiographical and historical nostalgia, leveraging design, storytelling, and multisensory triggers to 

differentiate and create emotional resonance. However, effects are contingent on cohort relevance, authenticity, 

cultural context, and ethical practice, requiring careful measurement and design to avoid manipulation or 

exclusion. This review synthesizes foundational theories, mechanisms, executions, boundary conditions, methods, 

and future directions to guide evidence-based application of nostalgia in branding.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Nostalgia has become a prominent theme in branding, operating as a psychological process that 

ties customers to businesses through memory, emotion, and identification.  Nostalgia, which is defined as 

a nostalgic yearning for the past, is a cultural-phenomena that marketers deliberately use to build brand 

equity rather than just a personal feeling.  In contemporary branding, nostalgia is utilized to recall personal 

experiences, promote emotional attachment, and establish a sense of continuity between past and present 

consumption.  In order to provide a thorough understanding of nostalgia's function in branding, this study 

builds on previous research by combining Consumer Culture Theory (CCT), Attachment Theory, and 

related theories. 

Nostalgia operates as a cognitive-emotional process, triggered by sensory cues such as music, 

packaging, or slogans (Pathak, 2025). Research shows that nostalgic stimuli activate autobiographical 

memory networks, leading to heightened emotional responses and increased brand preference (Rizvi, 2025). 

This emotional resonance is particularly effective in branding because it creates comfort, security, and 

belonging (Muehling et al., 2014a). 

One of the theories that can be used is CCT, that emphasizes how consumption practices are 

embedded in cultural and social contexts. Nostalgia branding aligns with CCT by situating products within 

collective memory and cultural identity (Rizvi, 2025). For example, Nestlé’s use of vintage packaging in 

India reinforces cultural heritage while fostering consumer trust (Rizvi, 2025). Nostalgia thus becomes a 

cultural resource, enabling brands to anchor themselves in shared traditions and values. 

The other theory is Attachment Theory, that explains how consumers form emotional bonds with 

brands similar to interpersonal relationships. Childhood brand exposure often leads to long-term 

attachment, making nostalgic branding particularly effective (Muehling et al., 2014a). Studies show that 

consumers exposed to brands during formative years respond more positively to nostalgia-themed 

advertisements, as these brands become symbolic of stability and identity (Muehling et al., 2014a). 

Nostalgia enhances perceived authenticity, positioning brands as timeless and trustworthy 

(Pathak, 2025). Emotional branding strategies leverage nostalgia to differentiate products in saturated 

markets, creating emotional distinctiveness that rational appeals cannot achieve (Rizvi, 2025). However, 

scholars caution that excessive reliance on nostalgia may hinder innovation and alienate younger consumers 

(Pathak, 2025).      

 

 

METHODS OF RESEARCH 

 This review synthesizes peer-reviewed studies from 2023–2025, focusing on psychology, branding, 

and consumer culture. Sources were selected from journals websites such as sciencedirect, emerald, and 

JSTOR. Thematic analysis categorized findings into psychological mechanisms, cultural frameworks, and 

brand outcomes. We presented research method that uses by previous researchers (Torkayesh et al., 2023; 

Vasiljeva et al., 2017).                      
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RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Foundations of nostalgia in consumer psychology 

Nostalgia is a predominantly positive, self-relevant emotion that integrates autobiographical 

memory with affective warmth and meaning-making about the past (Yang et al., 2023). It is triggered by 

cues such as music, scents, images, and social contexts, and it reliably yields benefits including elevated 

mood, self-esteem, social connectedness, and perceived meaning in life (Green et al., 2023; Herz, 2016). 

In consumer contexts, early-life experiences can anchor stable preferences, making nostalgia a determinant 

of taste for products, styles, and cultural artifacts over time (Schindler & Holbrook, 2003; Weingarten 

& Wei, 2023). Distinguishing personal nostalgia (one’s lived past) from historical nostalgia (an era not 

personally experienced) clarifies appeal types and segmentation opportunities in branding (Milenović & 

Jovic, 2018). These properties make nostalgia a versatile lever that can shape perceptions of brand 

authenticity, heritage, and cultural relevance across categories (Dam et al., 2024; Veresiu et al., 2021). 

 

Mechanisms linking nostalgia to brand outcomes 

Nostalgia enhances positive affect and reduces psychological threat, thereby increasing openness 

to persuasive brand messages and willingness to engage in consumption (Layous & Kurtz, 2023; Li et al., 

2023; Santini et al., 2023). It fosters self-continuity—linking past and present selves—which strengthens 

identity-based brand attachments and perceived fit with brand narratives (Yang et al., 2023). Nostalgia also 

increases social connectedness by evoking shared memories and communal belonging, which supports 

brand communities and word-of-mouth (Green et al., 2023). In advertising, nostalgia appeals improve ad 

attitudes and brand attitudes via warmth and reflection, with downstream purchase intention effects 

mediated by affective response (Li et al., 2023; Özhan & Talih Akkaya, 2021; Santini et al., 2023). 

These pathways are moderated by involvement, personal relevance, and cohort alignment, making audience 

targeting critical for effectiveness (El Hedhli & Zourrig, 2023; Mazzetti & Schaufeli, 2022). 

 

Branding strategies that evoke nostalgia 

Retro branding revitalizes dormant or heritage brands by reintroducing past symbols, packaging, 

and meanings to create distinctive identity and emotional salience (Brown et al., 2003; Chen & Chou, 

2025). Brand heritage strategies codify track record, longevity, and core values to signal authenticity and 

trustworthiness, often leveraging founder stories, legacy design, and archives (Dam et al., 2024; Veresiu et 

al., 2021). Autobiographical nostalgia can be activated through era-specific cues—music, typography, color 

palettes, and product forms—linked to formative periods of target cohorts (Schindler & Holbrook, 2003). 

Historical nostalgia can be constructed through cultural storytelling and aesthetic references to iconic eras, 

enabling inclusive engagement beyond direct personal memories (Milenović & Jovic, 2018). Multisensory 

design, limited editions, and ritualized usage occasions deepen nostalgic immersion and strengthen brand 

equity via emotional differentiation (Özhan & Talih Akkaya, 2021; Santini et al., 2023). 

 

Boundary conditions, ethics, and cross-cultural considerations 

Nostalgia’s impact depends on cohort-specific temporal anchors, meaning the same cue can be 

resonant for one generation and irrelevant or alienating for another (Schindler & Holbrook, 2003). 

Authenticity is pivotal: incongruent or “manufactured” nostalgia can provoke reactance and erode trust if 

heritage claims or design cues feel contrived (Dam et al., 2024; Veresiu et al., 2021). Cultural context 



 
 
 

 
 

 

----------------- 

Psychology of Nostalgia in Branding: A Literature Review  

(Santoso, et al.) 

        1760 

eISSN 3090-174X & pISSN 3090-1367  

 

shapes nostalgia content and valence, as collective memory, socio-historical narratives, and media exposure 

influence which eras and symbols feel meaningful or sensitive (Milenović & Jovic, 2018). Ethical 

deployment requires avoiding idealization that erases problematic histories or excludes groups whose 

experiences are not represented in nostalgic storytelling (Brown et al., 2003; Chen & Chou, 2025). 

Practically, brands should pretest cues for relevance and inclusivity, and transparently integrate heritage 

with present-day values and responsibilities (El Hedhli & Zourrig, 2023; Mazzetti & Schaufeli, 2022). 

 

Measurement, methods, and design implications 

Validated scales capture nostalgia proneness and state nostalgia, enabling segmentation and 

campaign evaluation across cohorts and contexts (Yang et al., 2023). Experimental designs often 

manipulate nostalgic versus non-nostalgic appeals to estimate causal effects on ad attitudes, brand attitudes, 

and behavioral intentions via affective mediators (Muehling et al., 2014b; Özhan & Talih Akkaya, 

2021). Mixed methods—combining surveys, experiments, and qualitative memory elicitation—help 

disentangle personal versus historical nostalgia and map cue–response pathways (Milenović & Jovic, 

2018). Longitudinal and field studies can assess durability of nostalgic effects and their interaction with 

brand equity metrics and competitive dynamics (Brown et al., 2003; Chen & Chou, 2025). Design 

principles include era coherence, sensory layering, and narrative scaffolding that link past meaning to 

contemporary relevance and utility (Dam et al., 2024; Veresiu et al., 2021). 

 

Future directions for research and practice 

Digital environments enable dynamic, personalized nostalgia through algorithmic curation of era-

specific content, offering new tests of individual differences and contextual triggers (Yang et al., 2023). 

Cross-cultural comparative studies can clarify how national narratives and media ecologies shape historical 

nostalgia’s appeal and ethics in global branding (Milenović & Jovic, 2018). Research should examine 

boundary conditions such as economic uncertainty, social isolation, and identity threats as moderators of 

nostalgia’s potency in consumption (Layous & Kurtz, 2023; Santini et al., 2023). Sustainability and 

responsible heritage present opportunities to align nostalgia with pro-social and pro-environmental brand 

meanings without romanticizing harmful past practices (Dam et al., 2024; Veresiu et al., 2021). Integrating 

neuroscience, memory studies, and computational methods could refine cue design and personalization 

while safeguarding authenticity and inclusivity (Green et al., 2023). 

 

 

 CONCLUSION 

The psychology of nostalgia in branding demonstrates that emotional memory is a critical driver 

of consumer loyalty and brand equity. By integrating Consumer Culture Theory and Attachment Theory, 

this review shows that nostalgia operates at both individual and cultural levels, shaping consumer identity 

and brand relationships. Future research should explore digital nostalgia in social media branding and cross-

cultural variations in nostalgic responses. 
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