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This paper examines consumer responses to changes in brands towards which they feel nostalgic. Across two studies, we find that

consumers who are highly nostalgic towards a brand are likely to reject changes to the brand even if the changes are perceived by the

firm to be improvements.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Marketers often make changes to brands to make the brand 

seem current or exciting. Some updates are successful while others 
are spectacular failures.  This research establishes a connection be-
tween consumer acceptance or rejection of updated brands and the 
consumer’s reported nostalgia towards the brand.  We develop and 
measure a new construct, Nostalgia Towards the Brand, defined as 
“an individual’s positive affect towards a brand due to the brand’s as-
sociations with the individual’s lived past.” We show that consumers’ 
affective and attitudinal responses to changes in a brand are moder-
ated by Nostalgia Towards the Brand.

Nostalgia has been defined as “a positively toned evocation of a 
lived past” (Davis 1979), and “a fondness for possessions and activi-
ties associated with days of yore” (Holbrook 1993). Consumers have 
been observed to engage in nostalgic behaviors, from re-watching 
favorite old movies (Holbrook, 1993) to reminiscing about favorite 
cars from their youth (Brown, Kozinets and Sherry 2003) to consum-
ing specific foods as a way to reconnect with the past (Loveland, 
Smeesters and Mandel, 2010). Consumers have also reported nostal-
gic feelings for particular brands or items (Holbrook and Schindler 
2003).

When individuals recall nostalgic memories, they recall affect 
and brand information stored in their schema for the target brand 
(Collins and Loftus 1975).   Nostalgia is “not a true recreation of the 
past but rather a combination of many different memories, all inte-
grated together and in the process, all negative emotions filtered out” 
(Hirsch 1992). Thus, the individual’s memory trace will be biased, 
leading the individual to recall the brand as being better than it actu-
ally was. Once the individual experiences the updated brand, he will 
compare the new experience to his biased memory and attempt to 
assimilate the new stimuli into his existing schema. The individual’s 
ability to assimilate the new experience into their schema built on the 
biased memory will depend on the degree of change to the brand as 
well as the individual’s level of nostalgia towards the brand.

Therefore, we predict that when the change to the brand is small, 
individuals will be able to assimilate the change regardless of their 
nostalgia toward the brand because the update will fit smoothly into 
their existing schema without significant cognitive effort.  Individu-
als’ affective response and attitudes toward the changed brand are 
expected to reflect their feelings towards the original brand, leading 
higher nostalgia individuals to exhibit more positive attitudes toward 
the changed brand than lower nostalgia individuals. However, as the 
degree of change to the brand increases, individuals who are more 
nostalgic towards the brand will engage in higher levels of cognitive 
effort when making assimilation/contrast judgments because of their 
increased schema complexity and resulting attribute-based process-
ing.  This increase in cognitive effort will lead to a smaller latitude of 
acceptance, causing nostalgic individuals to reject the change more 
readily than individuals who are not nostalgic towards the brand.

Hypothesis 1: When the change to the brand is small, individu-
als with higher nostalgia towards the brand will 
exhibit more positive affective response and at-
titudes toward the brand than individuals with 
lower nostalgia toward the brand.

Hypothesis 2: As the change to the brand becomes larger, indi-
viduals with higher nostalgia towards the brand 
will exhibit more negative affective responses 
and attitudes toward the brand, while individu-
als with lower nostalgia towards the brand will 
not exhibit a change in affect and attitudes.

The hypothesized effects were tested in two experiments, one 
using two distinct brands with perceived small and large degrees of 
change (based on pretests) and the second using a single brand with 
two levels of manipulated changes. Subjects were assigned to low, 
moderate, and high nostalgia clusters based on their response to the 
Nostalgia to the Brand scale and their affective responses, attitudes 
toward the original and changed brand, and purchase intentions to-
ward the changed brand were measured.

Across both studies, attitudes towards the original brand were 
more positive when nostalgia towards the brand was greater. Con-
sistent with the proposed positive memory bias, highly nostalgic 
participants in the small change condition also reported more posi-
tive affective and attitudinal responses to the updated brand than did 
low or moderately nostalgic participants, supporting Hypothesis 1. 
In the large change condition, highly nostalgic individuals rejected 
the change and showed a significantly greater magnitude in the drop 
of their affective and attitudinal responses than did individuals in the 
moderate nostalgia cluster.  In the low nostalgia cluster, conversely, 
individuals reported similar levels of attitude and affect in both the 
high and low change conditions, suggesting more attitude based pro-
cessing and wider latitudes of acceptance, supporting Hypothesis 2. 
Interestingly, moderately nostalgic individuals exhibited a negative 
change in affect and attitudes in Study 1, but not in Study 2, suggest-
ing that there is a threshold level of nostalgia before these changes 
are observed.

These findings suggest that when confronted with changes to a 
brand, consumer responses will be influenced by nostalgia towards 
the brand. Brands with nostalgic consumers should be wary of mak-
ing changes to their brands and risking negative consumer responses.
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