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Abstract
An effective way of identifying the psychological role of an
emotion is by probing its position relative to other emotions,
such as in terms of appraisals, occurrence, lay conceptuali-
zation, and consequences. A set of recent studies offer such
comparisons for nostalgia against a backdrop of many other
emotions. These studies depict nostalgia as an approach-
oriented emotion that resembles positive emotions more
closely than negative ones, and place nostalgia especially
close to positive social emotions. A complementary new
analysis of the correlations between nostalgia and 31 other
emotions furthermore locates nostalgia between experiences
related to loss and love. Altogether, recent work on nostalgia
among the emotions portrays it as a psychological bridge from
loss toward love.
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Nostalgia is often defined as “a sentimental longing or
wistful affection for the past” [31] (p. 1266). It is a self-
relevant emotion [36] that involves self-reflection [39]
on past events. It features both pleasant (e.g., friends,
fond memories, family) and unpleasant (e.g., yearning,
wanting to go back) elements, with the pleasant ones
being stronger on balance [7,32]. Nostalgia is typically
elicited by the memory of psychologically distal, singular
events [20,34] in which the self is accompanied by
valued others [11,27]. Nostalgia has a prominent regu-
latory function [4,38]: It offers solace in the face of
www.sciencedirect.com
psychological threats (e.g., loneliness, boredom, disil-
lusionment) [16,18,40], for example, through offering
social connectedness, self-continuity, and meaning
[8,10,21e25,35].

How does nostalgia differ from other emotions? Some
scholars addressed this question by examining this
emotion in terms of its distinctive features [17,30]. For

example, in a systematic review, Srivastava et al. [29]
discussed nostalgia as a positive emotion, social emotion,
ambivalent emotion, and mental illness. Most of these
categories seem incompatible (e.g., positive emotion vs.
ambivalent emotion vs. mental illness), suggesting that
nostalgia’s location among emotions is unclear (see also
[1,2]).

Yet, there have been recent efforts aiming to clarify nos-
talgia’s position among emotions. As a case in point, Wild-
schut and Sedikides [37] review how nostalgia used to be

equated with homesickness, and then show that the
empirical separation of these emotions has helped to
delineate nostalgia’s distinct association with approach-
oriented variables. As another example, in a multi-week
nostalgia intervention, Layous and colleagues [14]
demonstratenot only thatnostalgia promotespsychological
well-being, but that it does so above andbeyond influences
of general positive and negative affectdindicating that
nostalgia fulfills a complementary, and hence partially
unique, role to these forms of affect. Furthermore, Dennis
and Ogden [5] compared a nostalgia intervention aimed at

improving well-being during the COVID-19 lockdown
with matched gratitude and optimism interventions, and
with a control.Eachof these interventions aidedwell-being
to some degree, but nostalgia was particularly beneficial in
combatting fear and anxiety. As another example of
nostalgia being positioned against other (cognitive-)affec-
tive states, Jiang and colleagues [9] found that, relative to
brooding and reflection, nostalgia was more conducive to a
sense of meaning, self-esteem, positive affect, self-
continuity, optimism, and other beneficial outcomes,
thereby setting it apart from these other two forms of past-

event reflections.

Comparisons of nostalgia, such as the above ones, are
certainly helpful to distinguish nostalgia from other
states, but, unless many comparators are simultaneously
included, it is difficult to assess just how distinct
nostalgia is, and where it accordingly sits in the
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2 Nostalgia
pantheon of emotion. Does nostalgia sit far from
homesickness? Is nostalgia positioned among positive
and approach-oriented emotions such as optimism?
Does it associate more with anxiety and fear than
loneliness? So far, studies that have assessed nostalgia
among a much larger set of emotions have been sporadic,
but a select few have defied that norm.

Locating nostalgia among a large set of
emotions
In an integrative data analysis, Leunissen and col-
leagues [15] examined whether experimental in-
ductions of nostalgia elicit positive versus negative
emotions. Nostalgia (relative to control) evoked espe-
cially positive emotions such as contentment, elation,
satisfaction, happiness, and joy, and, to a lesser extent,
negative ones such as homesickness, depressive affect,
Figure 1

The Position of Nostalgia Lay Conceptions Among Self-Relevant Emotions. N
people think that these emotions are. Vectors represent superimposed emotio
tributes’ explained variances. VA = negative to positive valence; AA = approa
morality; AC = low to high activation. Reprinted from “Nostalgia’s place amon
Sedikides, 2018, Cognition and Emotion, Volume 32, p. 750.
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disappointment, dissatisfaction, and regret. Accord-
ingly, it seems that nostalgia is linked more closely to
positive emotions than negative ones. More generally,
nostalgia causally induces more positive (than nega-
tive) states or guides the individual toward more pos-
itive (than negative) sentiments.

In a series of studies on lay conceptualizations of

nostalgia (i.e. what people believe nostalgia is), Van
Tilburg and colleagues [36] asked participants to rate
how similar or different nostalgia was compared to 10
other self-relevant emotion lay concepts. A resultant
map of emotionsdproduced with multidimensional
scaling analysisdshowed how similar people thought
that emotions were, reflected by the distance between
them (Figure 1). Participants found nostalgia more
similar to positive and approach-oriented emotions such
ote: The greater the distance between two emotions, the more different do
n attributes, with their lengths proportional to the square root of the at-
ch to avoidance; AR = low to high arousal; MO = low to high relevance to
g self-relevant emotions”, by W. A. P. van Tilburg, T. Wildschut, and C.
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Locating Nostalgia among the Emotions van Tilburg 3
as gratitude, self-compassion, and pride, than to negative
ones such as feeling hurt, shame, and embarrassment. In
lay theories, nostalgia sat among the positive approach-
oriented emotions.

Further, Van Tilburg and colleagues [34] examined
profiles of cognitive appraisals associated with emotions
that were elicited by past events. Here, participants

rated these emotions on pleasantness, irretrievable loss,
distance, reflection, and uniqueness. Their first study
contrasted the cognitive appraisals of nostalgia against
those of 31 other emotions (Figure 2). Nostalgia
featured a distinct appraisal profile, characterized by
perceiving a past event as pleasant, associated with an
irretrievable loss, psychologically distant, and unique.
Critically, the appraisal profile of nostalgia was more
similar to those of positive, especially social, emotions
such as tenderness, love, feeling loved, and awe, than to
those of negative emotions such as anger, sadness, and

disappointment. A hallmark feature of nostalgia is its
similarity to positive interpersonal sentiments.

The above investigations on the causal impact of
nostalgia, its lay conception, and its appraisal profile
portray nostalgia as an emotion that promotes the
Figure 2

The Difference Between Nostalgia and Other Emotions in Appraisals Profiles
relative to nostalgia. Reprinted from “An appraisal profile of nostalgia”, by W.
2019, Emotion, Volume 19, p. 28.
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growth of positive feelings, involves an approach orien-
tation, and has close ties to social sentiments. However,
these investigations have limitation: None compared
nostalgia based on its actual experience against that of
other emotions. I turn to this issue next.

The relative position of nostalgia as a state
experience
Positioning nostalgia among emotions is effectively
assessed by examining the actual occurrence of nostalgia
and other emotions. Dependency in the occurrence of
two emotions within a given situation indicates a greater
connection between them than if they occur indepen-
dently. To illustrate, if nostalgia and, say, longing [12]
shared a high correlation, then this would indicate that
their occurrence is mutually inclusive (positive correla-
tion) or exclusive (negative correlation)dpartially

redundant and thus hard to distinguish empirically either
way [33].

What position does nostalgia occupy among emotions if
one examined its co-occurrence with these other emo-
tions? To answer this question, I re-analyzed data from
the first study by Van Tilburg and colleagues [34]. The
sample consisted of 1523 participants recruited through
. Note: Higher scores indicate greater differences in appraisal profiles
A. P. van Tilburg, M. Bruder, T Wildschut, C. Sedikides, and A. S. Göritz,
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4 Nostalgia
an online academic research panel (WisoPanel [6]). Par-
ticipants rated the intensity of 32 state emotions
(including nostalgia) after recalling and describing a past
event (e.g., “I feel nostalgic”; 1 = not at all, 9 = very
strongly). I ran a multidimensional scaling analysis on the
absolute correlation matrix capturing the occurrence of
nostalgia and the 31 other emotions. I implemented the
PROXSCAL program [3] to produce a multidimensional

scaling solution, using interval level proximity trans-
formation. I treated absolute correlations as proxy of
similarity [13,28].

An initial analysis where I allowed dimensionality to vary
from 1 to as many as 10 dimensions produced a scree plot
that suggested two dimensions. Relatedly, a two-
dimensional solution yielded good dispersion accounted
Figure 3

The Position of State Nostalgia Among Emotions. Note: The greater the dista
corresponds to the relative magnitude of zero-order correlation between an em
(red/dark = negative, green//light = positive).
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for, DAF = .971, whereas a single dimension did not,
DAF = .840. Accordingly, I proceeded with the two-
dimension model. I display in Figure 3 the resultant
spatial positioning of the 32 emotions, and in Figure 4 the
Euclidean distance from nostalgia to each of the other
emotions.

The resultant positioning of nostalgia shows that it is

somewhat ambivalent, located between positive and
negative emotions. This is consistent with earlier work
that examined the affective tone of nostalgia [19,26],
albeit that it portrays nostalgia as less predominantly
positive. Intriguingly, nostalgia is positioned in-between
emotions associated with loss (longing, melancholy,
homesickness), on the one hand, and emotions associ-
ated with forms of love, on the other (love, tenderness,
nce between two emotions, the less they tend to co-occur. Bubble area
otion and nostalgia. Bubble color (shade) represents the sign of correlation
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Figure 4

Euclidian Distance Between Nostalgia and Target Emotion in Spatial Positioning. Note: Higher values indicate greater Euclidean distance from the
position of nostalgia in the emotion map of Figure 3.
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feeling loved, gratitude). These new results comple-
ment earlier examinations of nostalgia among the emo-
tions by demonstrating its kinship to love-related
feelings through its co-occurrence.

Conclusion: nostalgia serves as
psychological bridge from loss to love
Understanding how one emotion differs from others can
offer insights into its distinct psychological role. This is so
with nostalgia as well. The majority of the literature has
addressed it in relative isolation or among a small set of
other emotions only. Three recent investigations broke
away from this tradition and explicated the position of
nostalgia among emotions. Leunissen and colleagues [15]
found that nostalgia causes positive emotions, such as
contentment, elation, satisfaction, happiness, and joy, to

intensify, with its impact on negative emotions, such as
homesickness, feeling depressed, disappointment,
dissatisfaction, and regret, being less prominent. Van
Tilburg and colleagues [36] reported that the lay concept
of nostalgia sits especially close to other approach-
oriented positive emotions such as gratitude, self-
compassion, and pride. Finally, Van Tilburg and col-
leagues [34] located nostalgia, based on its cognitive
appraisals, as neighboring positive social emotions.
Corroborating and extending this small literature, a new
www.sciencedirect.com
spatial positioning analysis on the state experience of
nostalgia and other emotions indicated that nostalgia is
positioned near loss-related emotions such as longing,
melancholy, homesickness, and love-related emotions
such tenderness, feeling loved, and gratitude.

Identifying that the environmental niche of nostalgia
sits between loss and love broadly resonates with
research that has examined the function of nostalgia in

relative isolation, rather than as one of many emotions.
This past research illustrates that nostalgia offers solace
in the face of loss (e.g., meaninglessness, loneliness,
disillusionment) and relief in the form of love (e.g.,
social connectedness, attachment, belongingness).
Nostalgia is uniquely positioned among emotions in
offering a bridge from loss to love.
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