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Introduction: Nostalgia has a significant impact on consumer behavior and marketing strategies.
It is generally seen as a preference for past experiences (Holbrook & Schindler, 2003) or a
longing for the past (Veresiu et al., 2018). Previous research has viewed nostalgic consumption
as linked to an individual's past and an emotional response. However, recent studies suggest that
nostalgia, as a mood, is translated into nostalgic modes, reflecting how an individual experiences
nostalgia with their current personal needs and desires (May, 2017). This highlights the need for
further research to understand the nostalgic consumption process better.

The mainstream media has reported on the growing market for collectible items
reminiscent of individuals' youth (e.g., Rusak, 2021), particularly among Millennial males
interested in "boy toys" from the 1980s and 1990s (Silverman, 2021). However, surprisingly,
nostalgic consumer behavior within the category of toys has received little attention in previous
research.

To address this gap in the literature, the present research developed a model examining
the nostalgic consumption process under psychologic, experiential, and behavioral states,
focusing on male Millennials and nostalgic toys (Figure 1). The study adopted the Cognitive
Hierarchy Model as a theoretical framework, which suggests theoretical flows from abstract
cognitions (e.g., psychologic mood) to mid-range, domain-specific cognition (e.g., nostalgic
mode) to specific behaviors (Homer & Kahle,1988).

Hypothesis development: The psychological state is based on Terra Management Theory,
which suggests that humans develop coping mechanisms to mitigate fundamental fear, including
death anxiety (Routledge, 2015). Nostalgia creates a barrier between negative thoughts
(Routledge, 2015) and the need to belong (NTB) among individuals as a method of defense
against death anxiety (e.g., Routledge et al., 2008; Jones et al., 2011). So, we hypothesize that
death anxiety (DA) will increase both nostalgia proneness (NP) (H1a) and the need to belong
(NTB) (H1b).

Next, we examine how these coping strategies (i.e., NP and NTB) influence the
experience of nostalgia. Nostalgia can be positively or negatively charged, depending on an
individual's emotional response (Pickering & Keightley, 2006). Hence, the nostalgic proneness
(mood) could lead to a negative experience with the present object, focused on the past with a
negative perspective of the present (Hartmann et al., 2019). The positively charged nostalgic
mode can be seen as progressive or playful nostalgia, as it is either applied to the present or
utilized in ironic ways (Hartmann et al., 2019). We propose that NP will increase both reluctant
nostalgia (RN) (H2a) and playful nostalgia (PN) (H2b).

While prior research has not explored the direct relationship between NTB and nostalgic

modes, we infer that there may be a correlation based on Loveland et al.'s (2010) study, finding
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that participants who experienced NTB sought comfort in nostalgic food items such as candy.
Thus, we propose that NTB increases RN (H3a) and PN (H3b).

Nostalgia can provide meaning to products, leading individuals to use products and
brands to derive self-meaning (Shrum et al., 2013). In addition, nostalgic modes alter how people
perceive items and increase connections with the products (Zhou, 2019). As such, we propose
that both RN (H4) and PN (H5) will increase self-product connections (SPC).

Finally, prior research has shown that the stronger a consumer’s connection with a
product, the higher their purchase intention (e.g., Zhu, 2019). Jensen’s study (2020) supports this
relationship by evidencing in Gen Y participants that as nostalgia for a brand increases, the
brand’s trust increases, leading to a higher purchase intention based on the feeling of comfort
nostalgia provides (Jensen, 2020). Therefore, we propose that SPC will increase purchase
intentions of the nostalgic products (PI) (H6).

Methods: 400 survey data were collected through Qualtrics in Fall 2022, targeting males born
between 1982 and 1995. Based on the literature reviews, we used 61 items using a 5-point Likert
scale with seven constructs presented in the research model (e.g., “The idea of death troubles
me.” is for DA and “How often do you experience nostalgia?” for NP.). In addition, three
questions regarding gender, age, and familiarity with nostalgic retro games and toys were asked
initially to filter participants relevant to this research. Before the survey, the clarity of the
questions and relevance of visual stimulus for nostalgic toys items were confirmed through two
pretests, a survey with small sample size and a focus group interview with males Millennials.

Results and discussions: We followed the two-step modeling, measurement model test, and
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" pevalue < 05 ; #* p-value <.01; *** p-value < 001 for the constructs ranged from

.76 t0 .92, placing it at an
acceptable level.

Except for the H3b, all hypotheses in psychologic, experiential, and behavioral states are
significant at p < .001. The effect of DA on NP and NTB is positive, but the effect is much more
substantial on NTB (ys1 = .60 for NTB). The effect of NP on RN and PN was more substantial
than one of NTB on two nostalgic modes (B42 = .50 and Bs2 = .55 for NP; B4z = .17 for NTB). In
the behavioral state, two nostalgic modes were found to have significant positive impacts on the
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Figure 1. The result of the structural model test
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SPC (Bes = .47 for RN and Pes = .53 for PN). Finally, the effect of SPC on PI was found to be the
strongest among all relationships in the research model (B76 = .68)

Discussions and implications: This research offers a new and comprehensive perspective on
nostalgic consumer behavior, with significant implications for understanding why consumers
behave the way they do concerning nostalgic products. The research revealed the path from NP,
two nostalgic modes, SPC, to PI provides robust explanations on the nostalgic consumption of
nostalgic products. Hence either RN- or PN-evoking marketing would contribute to sales of
nostalgic toy products targeting male Millennials with high nostalgic proneness. However, death
anxiety had more substantial impacts on NTB that did not strongly influence the two nostalgic
modes. Hence, future research may need to investigate other antecedents of nostalgic proneness
for a better understanding of the comprehensive process. Also, we must be careful in
generalizing the findings as the research focuses on a specific population and product.
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