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ABSTRACT
Collective nostalgia refers to the nostalgia originating from 

emotional attachment to collective cultural identities without earlier 
personal experience.  This study shows that collective nostalgia is 
independent of personal nostalgia, the nostalgia originating from 
personal earlier experience.  These two types of nostalgia exert inde-
pendent influences on the formation of identity preferences. 

AN ExPLORATORY STUDY OF COLLECTIVE 
NOSTALGIA

Nostalgia Literature Review
Nostalgia is an individual’s propensity to seek emotional com-

fort from a familiar past.  Individuals in a transition period, such as 
relocation, are particularly likely to experience nostalgic sentiment 
(Davis, 1979).  In nostalgia formation, the attachment of strong and 
subjective emotion to past objects is a necessary factor (Holbrook & 
Schindler, 2003). 

In consumer research, nostalgia can be traced to two origins.  
Personal nostalgia originates from direct earlier experience.  Per-
sonal nostalgia formation takes place through a nostalgic bonding 
process, in which strong personal emotion is attached to a past ex-
perience or treasured objects owned in the past.  The experience is 
direct (Holbrook 1993; Schindler & Holbrook, 2003).  Holbrook 
(1993) developed a Nostalgia Proneness Index to measure personal 
nostalgia.  The consequences of the personal nostalgia are profound.  
For example, personal nostalgia proneness is found to shape aesthet-
ic tastes for cultural products and influence consumption preferences 
(Holbrook & Schindler, 1994).  Personal nostalgia also influences 
donors’ intention to contribute to charitable organizations (Ford & 
Merchant, 2010), alumni giving, and alumni relations (Merkel 2010).

Collective nostalgia originates from a group experience, such 
as stories passed down within a family, or learning from books or 
mass media about one’s cultural heritage.  The emotional bonding is 
formed through exposure to culturally created events for a prolonged 
period of time (Holak, Havlena & Matveev, 2006).

Personal nostalgia is oriented toward internalized cultural iden-
tities associated with the past and subjectively defined by individu-
als; collective nostalgia is oriented toward external collective cul-
tural identities associated with the past and shared among the group.  
While personal nostalgia tends to be richer and more distinctive, 
collective nostalgia tends to be abstract and more consistent among 
individuals within the same generation of the cultural group.  

Little research has been dedicated to the study of collective nos-
talgia.  This study is an exploratory investigation of collective nos-
talgia and its influences on consumption.  This study is interested in 
the following questions:

Study 1: What is the content of collective nostalgia?
Study 2: Are collective nostalgia and personal nostalgia re-

lated?  
Study 3: What possible psychological traits are related to col-

lective nostalgia?
Study 4: What are the behavior consequences of collective nos-

talgia?

METHODOLOGY
Ypsilanti is a town in Michigan with a population of 22,362 

(2010 Census).  Since the 1970s, it has been famous for its cultural 

preservation movement.  However, residents who were born in the 
1980s did not personally participate in this movement.  They only 
learned about Ypsilanti culture from their parents or from the media.  
They experience collective nostalgia.  Therefore, Ypsilanti was used 
as the cultural context in the study.  Seventy-three students in a Mid-
west university with Michigan origin were recruited to participate in 
this study. Their average age was twenty-five.

To identify the content of shared Ypsilanti cultural identities, a 
focus group of two experts on Ypsilanti culture was formed to com-
pose an Ypsilanti Culturescape.  Ten themes emerged, and were used 
to design a ten-item Ypsilanti Culturescape, the collective nostalgia 
questionnaire.  

Seventy-three subjects were asked to rate their preferences to-
ward the ten-item Ypsilanti Culturescape.  In addition, to measure 
personal nostalgia, this study used nine items selected from Nos-
talgia Proneness Index (Holbrook, 1993).  This study also included 
measurements of Consumer Cosmopolitan Motivation (Kao, 2007) 
to examine the possible psychographic trait that might be related to 
collective nostalgia.  For the behavior consequence measurements, 
this study used a dichotomy scale: “Have you ever participated in 
any Ypsilanti cultural events in the past twelve months?”  

Study 1: What is the content of collective nostalgia? 
Factor analysis was performed on the ten-item Ypsilanti Cultur-

escape preference scores.  It resulted in two dimensions: Heritage-
Ypsi (pre-1960s), and Transforming-Ypsi (post-1960s) (Table 1).  It 
is consistent with previous studies in that time is a primary factor 
in defining nostalgia content (Holbrook, Morris, and Robert, 1994).  
Heritage-Ypsi is the major component of collective nostalgia in this 
context.  Heritage-Ypsi includes Depot Town and its associated rail-
road culture, auto industry, and airplane industry development histo-
ry in the Ypsilanti area, Native American history, French exploration 
and trading history, frontier community culture, and the Ypsilanti 
heritage preservation projects since 1970.  The second dimension is 
Transforming-Ypsi, which includes immigrants from the south, the 
increasing African American population, the development of a sub-
urban community in 1960-1990, and the globalization of Ypsilanti in 
the past few years.

The factor scores were then subjected to cluster analysis and 
produced three clusters: Modern-Ypsi-Goers, Ypsi-Culture-Spon-
sors, and Don’t-Like (Figure 1).  The Modern-Ypsi-Goers are char-
acterized by their mediocre scores on both dimensions.  These people 
are indifferent to traditional and transformative identities.  Some of 
them, however, show a slightly higher preference for transformative 
Ypsilanti cultural identity.  This segment comprises the largest per-
centage of the sample.  The second largest segment is The Ypsi-Cul-
ture-Sponsors, characterized by high Heritage-Ypsi scores regardless 
of their Transforming-Ypsi scores.  This group is the traditional value 
sponsors although they may agree or disagree with the transforma-
tion of local cultural heritage.  They are proud of and are interested 
in Ypsilanti culture.  The smallest segment is the Don’t-Like, who 
are not interested in either traditional or in transformative cultural 
identities.

Based on the analyses, the two dimensions of collective nostal-
gia are meaningful.  In addition, collective nostalgia is a valid base to 
segment consumers.  The construct has criteria validity.
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Study 2: Are collective nostalgia and personal nostalgia 
related?  

Personal nostalgia and collective nostalgia are of different 
origins; therefore, it is hypothesized to result in lower correlation 
between these two types of nostalgia.  However, since Heritage-Ypsi 
and Transforming-Ypsi are two aspects of collective nostalgia, it is 
hypothesized that the two dimensions of collective nostalgia should 
have a higher correlation within themselves than with personal nos-
talgia.  Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to examine 
these correlations.  

The result shows that personal nostalgia proneness is correlat-
ed with Heritage-Ypsi with a correlation coefficient of .243, but not 
with Transforming-Ypsi.  However, Transforming-Ypsil and Heri-
tage-Ypsi, which are the two dimensions of collective nostalgia, are 
highly correlated, .532 (Table 2).  This result supports that personal 
nostalgia and collective nostalgia are two separate constructs.  The 
result supports discriminant and convergent validities.

Study 3: What possible psychological traits are related to 
collective nostalgia?

To further investigate discriminant and convergent validities, 
the two types of nostalgia were compared to a different construct: 
consumer cosmopolitan motivation.  Consumer cosmopolitan moti-
vation is the emotional attachment to an out-group cultural identity.  
Since nostalgia bonding involves a strong emotional attachment to-
ward one’s original culture, it is hypothesized that both types of nos-
talgia may negatively correlate with consumer cosmopolitan motiva-
tion.  Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to examine the 
relationship between types of nostalgia and consumer cosmopolitan 
motivation.  

The results show that only personal nostalgia is negatively cor-
related with consumer cosmopolitan motivation with a correlation 
coefficient of -.256; but the correlation between collective nostalgia 
and consumer cosmopolitan motivation is not significant (Table 3).  
The result suggests that personal nostalgia and consumer cosmopoli-
tan motivation are related constructs.  However, these two constructs 

oriented from consumers’ preferences toward opposite cultural iden-
tities: in-group vs. out-group.  A consumer who develops a strong 
emotional attachment to his or her cultural identity through direct 
personal participation experience tends to abhor other out-group cul-
tural identities.  At the same time, the result suggests that collective 
nostalgia and consumer cosmopolitan motivation are independent 
constructs.  Each construct exerts its own influence on the forma-
tion of consumers’ preferences.  In other words, people who develop 
nostalgic sentiment through collective group experience can develop 
a preference for an out-group culture.  It allows for the concomitant 
development of positive emotional attachment to both in- and out-
group cultural identities.

ANOVA was performed to compare the consumer cosmopoli-
tan motivation scores among the three collective nostalgia segments.  
The ANOVA result shows that Ypsi-Culture-Sponsors have signifi-
cantly higher consumer cosmopolitan motivation score than Don’t-
Like segment (Table 4). In other words, those who have higher 
preferences toward in-group heritage cultural identity tend to have 
higher preferences for out-group cultural identities.  However, peo-
ple who are indifferent to their collective cultural identity also tend 
to be indifferent to any out-group cultural identities.  This finding is 
worthy of future research.

Study 4: What are the behavior consequences of collective 
nostalgia?

Personal nostalgia results in in-group cultural consumption 
behavior.  Will collective nostalgia have a similar characteristic?  
If collective nostalgia can predict behavior as personal nostalgia 
does, collective nostalgia should be correlated with in-group cultural 
events participation.  

To investigate this relationship, respondents were asked to in-
dicate on a dichotomy scale: “Have you ever participated in any 
Ypsilanti cultural events in the past twelve months?”  ANOVA was 
conducted to compare the collective nostalgia scores of those who 
answered “yes” and those who said “no.”  The result shows that the 
models are not significant (Table 5).  Collective nostalgia does not 

Table 1: Dimensions of Collective Nostalgia
Rotated Component Matrixa

Component
Heritage- 

Ypsi
Transforming- 

Ypsi
Native American history in Ypsi area. .797 .230
Frontier community culture, i.e. lumber mills, settler lifestyle. .788 .166
French exploration and trading history. .735 .055
Ypsi railroad cultural heritage-- Depot Town. .663 .177
Auto industry development history in Ypsi. .636 .434
Ypsi heritage preservation events since 1970. .520 .516
Willow Run and the history associated with it. .513 .355
Globalization of Ypsi/Ann Arbor: immigration from foreign countries. .147 .784
Ypsi suburbia community in 1960-1990: highway, modern shopping centers. .065 .727
Ypsi township community: immigrants from Southern states, and increasing African American 
population.

.352 .577

Variance Explained 33.23% 21.72%
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
a. Rotation converged in 3 iterations.
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 Table 2: Convergent vs. Discriminant Validity
Nostalgic Proneness 

Index
Transforming Ypsi 
Preference Score

Heritage Ypsi 
Preference Score

Nostalgic Proneness Index Pearson Correlation 1 .086 .243*

Sig. (2-tailed) .474 .040
N 72 72 72

Transforming-Ypsi Preference 
Score

Pearson Correlation .086 1 .532**

Sig. (2-tailed) .474 .000
N 72 74 73

Heritage Ypsi Preference Score Pearson Correlation .243* .532** 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .040 .000
N 72 73 73

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Table 3: Correlations between Cosmopolitan Motivation and Types of Nostalgia
Transforming 

Ypsi Preference 
Score

Heritage Ypsi 
Preference Score

Nostalgic 
Proneness Index

Consumer 
Cosmopolitan 

Motivation
Transforming  Ypsi Preference 
Score

Pearson Correlation 1 .532** .086 .196
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .474 .095
N 74 73 72 74

Heritage Ypsi Preference 
Score

Pearson Correlation .532** 1 .243* .127
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .040 .285
N 73 73 72 73

Nostalgic Proneness Index Pearson Correlation .086 .243* 1 -.256*

Sig. (2-tailed) .474 .040 .030
N 72 72 72 72

Consumer Cosmopolitan 
Motivation

Pearson Correlation .196 .127 -.256* 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .095 .285 .030
N 74 73 72 74

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 4: Consumer Cosmopolitan Motivation Score
Tukey HSDa,b

Collective Nostalgia Segments
N

Subset for alpha = 0.05
1 2

Don’t-Like 6 3.1250
Modern-Ypsi-Goers 47 3.8138 3.8138
Ypsi-Culture-Sponsors 20 4.0125
Sig. .153 .851
Means for groups in homogeneous subsets are displayed.
a. Uses Harmonic Mean Sample Size = 12.608.
b. The group sizes are unequal. The harmonic mean of the group sizes is used. Type I error levels are not guaranteed.

Table 5: ANOVA: Consequence of Collective Nostalgia
Have you ever participated in Ypsi cultural events? 

(Yes vs. No) Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Transforming Ypsi Preference 
Score

Between Groups 1.585 1 1.585 3.345 .072
Within Groups 34.120 72 .474
Total 35.706 73

Heritage Ypsi Preference Score Between Groups .301 1 .301 .682 .412
Within Groups 31.290 71 .441
Total 31.591 72
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necessarily lead to in-group cultural event participation behavior as 
personal nostalgia does.  The behavior consequences of collective 
nostalgia therefore merit further research.

CONCLUSION
This study shows that collective nostalgia and personal nostal-

gia are independent constructs that exert independent influences on 
consumers’ culture consumption behavior.  The nostalgia that is de-
veloped through personal participation tends to exert significant in-
fluence on consumers’ preferences for their original culture, but has a 
negative impact on their preferences for out-group cultural identities.  
However, the nostalgia that emerges through a collective experience 
tends not to result in in-group cultural consumption behavior, nor 
does it prevent the development of preferences for out-group cultural 
identities.  These two types of nostalgia exert independent influence 
on cultural consumption behavior and deserve additional research.  
Further study can investigate the interaction effects, and possible 
mediating or moderating factors that are involved in the formation of 
cultural identity preferences.
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