The Psychology of
Neaning

Edited by
Keith D. Markman, Travis Prouix, and Matthew J. Lindberg

American Psychological Association ® Washington, DC




Copyright © 2013 by the American Psychological Association. All rights reserved. Except as CONTENTS
permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may

be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, including, but not limited to, the
process of scanning and digitization, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the
prior written permission of the publisher.

Published by To order

Anmerican Psychological Association APA Order Department

750 First Street, NE P.O. Box 92984

Washington, DC 20002 Washington, DC 20090-2984

WWW.apa.org Tel: (800) 374-2721; Direct: (202) 336-5510

Fax: (202) 336-5502; TDD/TTY: (202) 336-6123
Online: www.apa.org/pubs/books
E-mail: order@apa.org

In the U.KX., Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, copies may be ordered from
American Psychological Association

3 Henrietta Street

Covent Garden, London

WC2E 8LU England

Typeset in Goudy by Circle Graphics, Inc., Columbia, MD

Printer: Edwards Brothers, Lillington, NC
Cover Designer: Mercury Publishing Services, Rockville, MD

The opinions and statements published are the responsibility of the authors, and such opin-
ions and statements do not necessarily represent the policies of the American Psychological

Association. oo ix
CCOTETIDULOTS svvevees errenereeseesessesssssnssssssenssassnssssssserscuseassnsssssinsassesses
Lib of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data . :
o ¢ I Chapter 1. Introduction: The New Science of Meaning ......coeveesees 3
The psychology of meaning / edited by Keith D. Markman, Travis Proulx, and Matthew J. Travis Proulx, Keith D. Markman,
Lmﬁ’iﬁ: — lgred. and Matthew J. Lindberg
Includes bibliographical references and index. 15
ISBN 978-1-4338-1224-8 — ISBN 1-4338-1224-X 1. Meaning (Psychology) I. Markman, ; TIAE ovveeesreeesssrreeesossnsesornsessasaneesssnsesinnasssassaes
Keith D. (Keith Douglas), 1967- I1. Proulx, Travis. III. Lindberg, Matthew J. 1. The Architecture of Meaning
ing and the Management
BF778.P757 2013 Chapter 2. Three Form.s of Meaning .
153—de23 Of COMPLEXILY rvvvrrrrrissrrrrssicemiassrsmmssssssssssarsssssssissseesese
2012026880 Jordan B. Peterson
British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data ; for Enduring Personal Value: A Terror
A CIP record is available from the British Library. Chapter 3. An Edifice ,g he H Quest
: Management Perspective on the Human
Prinsed in the United States of America » for Multilevel Meaning ......ecersecrecisinsisssmcssenecnsonss 49
First Edition Jamie Arndt, Mark J. Landau, Kenneth E. Vail 111,
DOI: 10.1037/14040-000 and Matthew Vess

Chapter 4. Beyond Mortality and the Self: Meaning
Makes 2 Comeback .. 71
Travis Proulx




I1. Epistemic Understanding

Chapter 5.

Chapter 6.

Chapter 7.

III. Teleological Understanding: A Guide for Living

Chapter 8.
Chépter 9.

Chapter 10.

Chapter 11.

IV. Teleological Understanding: Explanations for Events

Chapter 12.

Chapter 13.

Chapter 14.

Chapter 15.

Truth Motivation
E. Tory Higgins

Lay Theories of Personality as Cornerstones
Of MEANING w.vvvveeevencemnrerees oo s 115
Cuaitlin M. Burton and Jason E. Plaks

Making Meaning by Seeing Human ..o, 135
Adam Wayty

Autobiographical Memory and the Creation
of Meaning From Personally Experienced Events........ 149
W. Richard Walker and John J. Skowronski

How Actors, Agents, and Authors Find

Meaning in Life .c..oecomvemrreereeeeseees e 171
Dan P. McAdams
Meaning and Morality: A Natural Coupling .............. 191

Ronnie Janoff-Bulman

Wrestling With Our Better Selves: The Search
for Meaning in Life.....uu.vverveeeseeeeresoseoooooo 215
Michael F. Steger

Searching for and Finding Meaning Following
Personal and Collective Traumas .............oveovevooon, 237

Roxane Cohen Silver and John A. Updegraff
Spirituality and Meaning Making -

in Cancer Survivorship ........o..ooveeeeeeereoreeeerscesos 257
Crystal L. Park

Finding Silver Linings: Meaning Making

as a Compensatory Response to Negative Experiences... 279
Joanna E. Anderson, Aaron C. Kay,

and Grdinne M. Fitysimons

Finding Meaning in One’s Past: Nostalgia

as an Existential Resource .....oevueveeeveoevereseono 297
Clay Routledge, Constantine Sedikides,

Tim Wildschut, and Jacob Juhl

vi CONTENTS

Chapter 16.

Chapter 17.

Twists of Fate: Moments in Time and What

Might Have Been in the Emergence of Meaning ........ 317
Laura ]. Kray, Hal E. Hershfield, Linda G. George,

and Adam D. Galinsky

“It Was Meant to Be”: Retrospective Meaning
Construction Through Mental Simulation ........ccccce... 339
Matthew J. Lindberg, Keith D. Markman,

and Hyeman Choi

V. Restoring Meaning.......coovcvriireiiiriinsietssisiesemssssnsesseissserensusnsns 357

Chapter 18.

Chapter 19.

Chapter 20.

Chapter 21.

Chapter 22.

Chapter 23.

Meaning Making Following Activation

of the Behavioral Inhibition System: How Caring

Less About What Others Think May Help Us

to Make Sense of What Is Going on..cccviriecireinenns 359

Kees van den Bos

The Embodiment of Meaning Violations ........cceecevean 381
Sarah S. M. Townsend, Dina Eliezer, and Brenda Major

Neural and Motivational Mechanics

of Meaning and Threat .......c.vcweeviieenmsnicsinsninen. 401
Alexa M. Tullett, Mike S. Prentice, Rimma Teper,

Kyle A. Nash, Michael Inzlicht, and lan McGregor

Still a Thrill: Meaning Making and the Pleasures

Of UNCEITAINLY ceceevevermicreriivisisis st 421
Timothy D. Wilson, Dieynaba G. Ndiaye,

Cheryl Hahn, and Daniel T. Gilbert

What Makes Life Meaningful: Positive Mood
Works in @ PINCH v sseininsnennes 445
Marc Halusic and Laura A. King

Psychotherapy and the Restoration of Meaning:
Existential Philosophy in Clinical Practice ......ccoeue.. 465
Peter Zafirides, Keith D. Markman, Travis Proulx,

and Matthew J. Lindberg

CONTENTS Vil




CONTRIBUTORS

Joanna E. Anderson, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of
Waterloo, Waterloo, Ontario, Canada
Jamie Arndt, PhD, Department of Psychological Sciences, University of
Missouri, Columbia
Caitlin M. Burton, MA, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto,
Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Hyeman Choi, MA, Department of Psychology, Ohio University, Athens
Dina Eliezer, PhD, Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences,
University of California~Santa Barbara
Gréinne M. Fitzsimons, PhD, Fuqua School of Business, Duke University,
Durham, NC »
Adam D. Galinsky, PhD, Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern
University, Evanston, IL
Linda G. George, PhD, Institute of Personality and Social Research, Univer-
sity of California—Berkeley
Daniel T. Gilbert, PhD, Department of Psychology, Harvard University,
Cambridge, MA
Cheryl Hahn, MA, Department of Psychology, University of Virginia,
Charlottesville




Marc Halusic, MA, Department of Psychological Sciences, University of
Missouri, Columbia
Hal E. Hershfield, PhD, Stern School of Business, New York University,
New York
E. Tory Higgins, PhD, Department of Psychology, Columbia University,
New York, NY
Michael Inzlicht, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto
Scarborough, Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Ronnie Janoff-Bulman, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of
Massachusetts—Amherst
Jacob Juhl, MS, Department of Psychology, North Dakota State University,
Fargo
Aaron C. Kay, PhD, Fuqua School of Business, Duke University, Durham, NC
Laura A. King, PhD, Department of Psychological Sciences, University of
Missouri, Columbia
Laura J. Kray, PhD, Haas School of Business, University of California—
Berkeley )
Mark J. Landau, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of Kansas,
Lawrence
Matthew ]. Lindberg, PhD, Department of Psychological Sciences, Case
Western Reserve University, Cleveland, OH
Brenda Major, PhD, Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences,
University of California—Santa Barbara
Keith D. Markman, PhD, Department of Psychology, Ohio University, Athens
Dan P. McAdams, PhD, Department of Psychology, Northwestern University,
Evanston, IL
lan McGregor, PhD, Department of Psychology, York University, Toronto,
Ontario, Canada
Kyle A. Nash, MA, Department of Psychology, York University, Toronto,
Ontario, Canada
Dieynaba G. Ndiaye, MA, Department of Psychology, University of
Virginia, Charlottesville
Crystal L. Park, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of Connecticut,
Storrs
Jordan B. Peterson, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto,
Toronto, Ontario, Canada .
Jason E. Plaks, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto,
Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Mike 8. Prentice, MA, Department of Psychological Sciences, University
of Missouri, Columbia

X CONTRIBUTORS

Travis Proulx, PhD, Department of Social Psychology, Tilburg University,
Tilburg, Netherlands
Clay Routledge, PhD, Department of Psychology, North Dakota State
University, Fargo .
Constantine Sedikides, PhD, Centre for Research on Self and Identity,
University of Southampton, Southampton, England . '
Roxane Cohen Silver, PhD, Department of Psychology and Social Behavior,
University of California-Irvine o
John J. Skowronski, PhD, Department of Psychology, Northern Illinois
University, DeKalb '
Michael F. Steger, PhD, Department of Psychology, Colorado State Umv.er—
sity, Fort Collins; North-West University, Potchefstroom, South Africa
Rimma Teper, MA, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto
Scarborough, Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Sarah S. M. Townsend, PhD, Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern
University, Evanston, IL ‘ .
Alexa M. Tullett, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of Toronto
Scarborough, Toronto, Ontario, Canada o
John A. Updegraff, PhD, Department of Psychology, Kent State University,
Kent, OH . o
Kenneth E. Vail 111, MA, Department of Psychological Sciences, University
of Missouri, Columbia .
Kees van den Bos, PhD, Department of Social Psychology, Utrecht Univer-
sity, Utrecht, Netherlands .
Matthew Vess, PhD, Department of Psychology, Ohio University, Athel?s
W. Richard Walker, PhD, Department of Behavioral Sciences and Social
Work, Winston-Salem State University, Winston-Salem, NC .
Adam Waytz, PhD, Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern Univer-
sity, Evanston, IL . .
Tim Wildschut, PhD, School of Psychology, University of Southampton,
Southampton, England o
Timothy D. Wilson, PhD, Department of Psychology, University of
Virginia, Charlottesville ‘
Peter Zafirides, MD, Central Ohio Behavioral Medicine, Inc., Columbus;
Department of Psychiatry, Ohio State University, Columbus

CONTRIBUTORS xi




15

FINDING MEANING IN ONE’S PAST:
NOSTALGIA AS AN
EXISTENTIAL RESOURCE

CLAY ROUTLEDGE, CONSTANTINE SEDIKIDES,
TIM WILDSCHUT, AND JACOB JUHL

Imagine being asked the following question: What gives your life a sense
of meaning? Perhaps you would respond, as many people would, by talking
about family, friends, personal accomplishments, your religious faith, or other
personally valued traditions. These would be good answers that are echoed
empirically in the literature on existential meaning.

Another question, then, would be: How do you use these sources to
derive meaning? This question is more complex. It concerns psychological
processes that are difficult to access and identify. You might thus respond by
simply stating that you do not know how precisely you use these sources, but
you know that they make your life feel meaningful. In the current analysis, we
seek to answer this question of how people are able to attain and maintain a
sense of meaning in life. Specifically, we propose that reflecting nostalgically
on the past is an important method people use to meet their existential needs.
Family and friends, as well as beliefs, accomplishments, and experiences, may
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i ia is how people

provide the ingredients to a life full of meaning, but nostalgia is how peop

tually make meaning. . . -
* Oyn the pages that follow, we offer an analysis of r.lostalgla as ; mea briif
making tool. We begin our consideration of nostalgia by provi tfegoreﬁcal
historical overview of the fascinating and occasionally :;:nusmvgiew oretical
perspectives on what nostalgia is and what it does. We then reand ¢ the cur

i t, triggers,
ientific li that elucidates the content, :
rent scientific literature SR R, G
i ainst other topics of psyc g (
of nostalgia. We brush up ag : ' clence such
as mental health and well-being, intergroup conflict, co;sumer}f)oed v re,cem
positive psychology. Critically, however, we expl(;re a lzrelrs.e b0 aymeaning‘
ini ia
ides, i nion, a strong case for nostalg mear

ork that provides, in our opinion, ‘ . aning-
o king refource \)’Ve conclude by discussing future research possibil s 25
mal . : : . i
well as the potential for developing nostalgia-based interventions to p

psychological health.

THE HISTORY OF NOSTALGIA

Nostalgia is defined by The New Oxford Dictionary 1(1 Pearsallc,1 lrzs9e8a )r Ca}i
a “sentimental longing for the past,” and contemporary td -i(?(? ar%v researct
his emotion in a psychologically positive light {Sedikides, fidse thi;
cAarSrtuf;t & Routledge, 2008). However, nostalgia has not always en]f oy; L ibis
treatm’ent (Sedikides, Wildschut, & Baden, 2004). The cgrilfleﬁ;(iafy S
tion representing a longing for the past ha§ been featu’reThe Epiin
dating back thousands of years (e.g., the B1ble, Hogner i~1 o
term nostalgia, however, was not actuall.y introduced un 1f r i
The word was coined by Swiss physician Johannes I—ClloberswiSS 71534 to
describe physical and psychological symptoms suffere | by e rheteenar
ies. Symptoms of this pathology included bouts of weeping, 2 auses, eg
lar heartbeat, and insomnia (McCann, 1941). However, lt e ¢ s of e
supposed disease were debated. Iilofer beli}fved ;h:}tl Or;ce)st%l gi :)yfathe sed Y
[ i ibration of animal spirits throug €3 ot th
biginnt 1i?:;\?}‘iisc:?mpressed traces of ideas of the F.athe.rland sFlll ;:g;gg) i’;;.lfeSVA}e)é
ot Pt Jk]aSChelthczier (17'1t3 f&azlssspl;gl?; lSs’vviss mercenaries
that nostalgia was linked to altitu e, as e e
who left their Alpine homes to fight in wars on the plain e e e
this ailment. Scheuchzer thus propose tha :
f;l;i:;leréﬁb‘}i st}cl)arp differential in atmflphzrifi preii;r; Z;J:l;g;};cgi;\:j
body pressurization, which in tum.dr.ove ood from e e
i affliction of sentiment” {cited in
;hzr;b&izz(jiﬁgzzg;?tehofﬁzzeeiplanations, other physicians speculated that
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the true trigger of nostalgia could be damage to the eardrum and brain caused
by the unremitting clanging of cowbells in the Alps (Davis, 1979). Clearly,
the study of nostalgia started off with some tentative, y
amusing, theoretical treatments.

In the early 19th century, nostalgia became viewed less as a neurological
condition confined to the Swiss and more as a psychological illness akin to
depression that could affect anyone separated from one’s homeland of long-
ing to return to a desired past state (McCann, 1941; Rosen, 1975). Though
perspectives on the causes of nostalgia varied, it was, for the most part, viewed
as a mental illness well into the 20th century.

Later in the 20th century, a more discerning analysis of the psycho-
logically aversive outcomes associated with a longing for aspects of the
cally homesickness (ie., longing to return
to one’s home after a period of absence), and not nostalgia, that led to
psychological problems. Whereas homesickness was better characterized
as psychologically unpleasant, nostalgia was found to be related to fond
memories and warm feelings toward the past (Davis, 1979). It was then
that nostalgia began to be regarded as conceptually distinct from home-
sickness. This shift away from perceiving nostalgia as a sickness paved the
way for a fresh theoretical and empirical consideration of nostalgia as a
psychological resource.

This new perspective did not immediately materialize, however.
Though the topic of homesickness received a good deal of empirical atten-
tion (Fisher, 1989; Van Tilburg, Vingerhoets, & van Heck, 1996), the
same cannot be said about nostalgia. In fact, until about five years ago,
most of the empirical work on nostalgia was largely confined to the disci-
plines of marketing and consumer psychology, and was primarily focused
on predicting consumption based on prevalent trends from an individual’s
youth (Holak & Havlena, 1998; Schindler & Holbrook, 2003). This dearth

of research on nostalgia in the psychological sciences sparked us, a

, along
with some of our colleagues, to launch a program of research investigating

the construct (Routledge & Arndt, 2005; Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt,
& Routledge, 2006; Sedikides et al,, 2008). We initiated this program of
research by asking questions such as: How prevalent or commonplace is
the experience of nostalgia? What is the emotional landscape of nostalgia?
What are people nostalgic about? What prompts nostalgic reflection? And,
more important, what does nostalgia do for people? That is, is nostalgia
beneficial for psychological health and well-being? We summarized these
types of questions in the categories of content, triggers, and functions of
nostalgia. And with these general categories in mi
tific journey into the realm of nostalgia.

et extravagant and

nd, we began our scien.
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AN EMOTION REDEEMED: CONTEMPORARY RESEARCH ON
THE CONTENT, TRIGGERS, AND FUNCTIONS OF NOSTALGIA

Our consideration of nostalgia started with the proposition that nos-
talgia would be both commonplace and, unlike homesickness, a largely posi-
tively valenced emotion (Sedikides et al., 2004). First, is nostalgia a common
emotional experience, or is it a rare sentiment largely observed in specific
populations? Despite assertions that nostalgia is an emotion for the elderly, our
research suggests that nostalgia is frequently experienced by people of all ages.
For example, we asked British undergraduate students to indicate how often
they bring to mind nostalgic experiences by checking one of the following
options: at least once a day, three to four times a week, approximately twice a week,
approximately once a week, once or twice a month, once every couple of months, or
once or twice a year. Around 80% of British undergraduate students reported
experiencing nostalgia approximately once a week (Wildschut et al., 2006).
QOur research, taken as a whole, indicates that nostalgia is common among
young and older adults alike. In fact, rarely do participants state that nostalgia
is absent from their lives.

Second, is nostalgia a positive emotional experience? It is this ques-

tion that launched our empirical study of the content of nostalgia. For
example, in one study, we asked participants to bring to mind a past event
that they think about in a nostalgic way. We instructed them to take a few
minutes to think about the nostalgic experience and then to write about it
in vivid detail. We content analyzed these nostalgia narratives and found
that though these narratives often featured both positively and negatively
valenced emotions, positive emotions were roughly three times more fre-
quent than negative emotions (Wildschut et al., 2006). In addition, the
majority of narratives had a redemptive quality, in which negative inci-
dences (e.g., a socially awkward start to a family reunion) progressed into
positive ones (e.g., eating, drinking, singing together). In other words,
nostalgia narratives were commonly tinged with negative affect but were
largely positive and usually had happy endings. Similarly, music-evoked
nostalgia is associated strongly with feelings of joy but is not devoid of
some sadness (Barrett et al., 2010).

This examination of the content of nostalgia allowed us to ask a related
question: What are the objects about which people become nostalgic? We
found that nostalgia narratives are typically focused on the self but are also
highly social in nature (Wildschut et al., 2006). During nostalgic reverie,
people write about momentous life events and, in particular, social interac-
tions in which the self is featured prominently. In sum, nostalgia is common-
place, ambivalent but largely positively toned, self-relevant, and focused on
important life events and close relationships.

300 ROUTLEDGE ET AL.

tionaﬁrxmed with evidlfnce that nostalgia is a predominantly positive emo
perience, we began to examine its tri .
: i ‘ ggers. When are people lik
itg engage in nostalgic reflection? We initially addressed this questioi b aseliy
: g pi{tlclllpants to report the circumstances under which they wax nostngic
pecifically, we instructed participants to gi i )
. ' ive a detailed written descri
tion of the circumstances that tri o veloped oo
. trigger nostalgia and then we devel
Ing categories for these descriptions. W s e cod-
- We found that bad mood was
. . the m
giequenth; reported trigger (Wildschut et al., 2006). Further, loneliness V\?:z
ﬁne(’.i most frequently reported discrete negative affect. On the basis of these
1 xlr}gs, we copducted experiments to further test the role of bad mood and
one IIness as triggers of nostalgia (Wildschut et al., 2006)
_ :1 one experiment, we manipulated mood by having participants read a
stor,ies gfyé or r(lieu}tlra(l:1 newsd story. Manipulation checks confirmed that these
oauced the desired moods. We then had ici
. . participants complete t
measures of state nostalgia. In one m ici level of
; . easure, participants endorsed leve] of
agreement with statements such as “Ri g
. ght now, I am feeling qui ic,”
and in the other measure the i ’ s of
y were provided a list of 18 as { thei
and reported the extent to which e for thom (0!
and t they currently miss or long for the
1 m {e.g.,
B};atzﬁr;g ;cg)t;se)or:: to dzpenj on,” “the way people were,” “my family hoflseg’ "
, - As predicted, the sad news story i d i ’
E : 1y increased state nostalgia (on
dgftrih mezjlsure§) relative to the happy and neutral news stories, which cglid (
iterentially impact state nostalgia. , o
pamslle Saesfzczrbld i}(perirrllenti we manipulated loneliness by giving partici
edback on a “loneliness” test. Partici .
. . pants who were led to belie
EE:; t;e;;.sgﬁ‘ered from loneliness evidenced higher levels of state nostalg;Z
articipants in a control condition. We have si i i
o o fnepmonts in 8 con ition. have since replicated this pat-
g Chinese children, Chinese under
: , graduate student
?:i Chinese factory. Wo.rkers (Zhou, Sedikides, Wildschut, & Gao 2008)5’
(Barrce(irtlciptlualz éel%l)lcatllon, \fve found that dispositional levels of sa,d rnooci
et al., or loneliness (Zhou et al., 2008) ict di
( : 5 predict disposition
iee\;gsaoft .nostalgla. Ir(li sum, negative affective states (e.g., bad mofd Ionelgiil
Ctivate, or predict, elevated levels of n, i ; dikides,
& Congarzs o1 ostalgia (Wildschut, Sedikides,
ChOIOZ((e lt}llcen shifted OUL attention to the functions question. Whar psy
1cal tunctions might nostalgia serve? Consider; ‘ .
el fom st ¢ Lonsidering that our findings
gia as largely positive, self-relevant i i
‘ . , and socially oriented
;\;ell ail triggered by negative affect, we proposed that nostalgia serve; Z:
Sela:‘s,t tt ree psychological functions. First, we hypothesized that nostalgia
€s to increase positive mood. To test this h i
: . : ] ypothesis, we experiment
zn?r}lpulated' nostalgia by instructing participants to “bring tonnind a riiy
z; glfc e;fent in your hfe.”SpeciﬁcaHy, try to think of a past event that makes
you feel most nostalgic. Participants in the control condition were given

FINDING MEANING IN ONE’S PAST 301



similar instructions but were instead asked to bring to mind an ordinary life
event. We found that nostalgia, relative to the control condition, increased
positive affect but had no impact on negative affect (Wildschut et al., 2006).
Thus, although the content of nostalgic narratives featured some negatively
valenced elements, the predominantly positive and redemptive nature of
these narratives contributes to an exclusively positive affective cutcome.

Second, we hypothesized that nostalgia enhances or protects the self.
We also found support for this hypothesis in several experiments. Nostalgia,
compared with a control condition, increased state self-esteem (Wildschut
etal., 2006). Inaddition, nostalgia, compared to a control condition, increased
the accessibility of positive self-attributes and reduced the self-serving attri-
bution bias (Vess, Arndt, Routledge, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2010). Spe-
cifically, in the first study from Vess et al. (2010), participants who reflected
and wrote about a nostalgic event, relative to those who reflected and wrote
about a positive future event, were significantly faster at categorizing posi-
tive self-attributes. In the second study, participants received success or fail-
ure performance feedback on a laboratory task and subsequently thought
about a nostalgic or ordinary event from their past. Next, participants were
asked to what extent they attributed their performance to ability (an inter-
nal attribution). As one might predict from past research on the self-serving
bias (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999), participants were less likely to attribute
failure to one's own ability than success. However, nostalgia moderated this
effect. Nostalgic participants were more willing to attribute failure to one’s
own ability than participants in the control condition. In other words, bol-
stering the self with nostalgia reduced the need to protect the self through
the self-serving bias. In sum, nostalgia promotes and protects a positive view
of self.

Third, we hypothesized that nostalgia strengthens social connect-
edness. In support of this hypothesis, we found (Wildschut et al., 2006;
Zhou et al., 2008) that nostalgic, relative to control, participants reported
feeling (a) more interpersonal competence (in the domains of relationship
initiation, self-disclosure, and emotional support), (b) more socially sup-
ported, and (c) more loved and protected. In addition, nostalgic participants
reported feeling less attachment-anxiety (reduced relationship worry) and
attachment-avoidance (reduced concern with relationship closeness). A
more recent empirical interface between nostalgia and attachment theory
further elucidated the social function of nostalgia (Wildschut, Sedikides,
Routledge, Arndt, & Cordaro, 2010). In particular, individuals low (com-
pared with high) in attachment-related avoidance derived a stronger sense
of social connectedness from nostalgia. In another recent series of studies,
we observed a similar pattern when examining coupled individuals’ satisfac-
tion with their romantic relationships and single individuals’ desire to pursue
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romantic Felationships (Sand, Juhl, & Routledge, 2011). For individuals low,
but not high, in attachment-related avoidance, nostalgia greased the wheels
of romance by increasing relationship satisfaction among coupled partici-
pants and the desire to seek out a romantic relationship among single partici-
pants. In sum, nostalgia heightens belongingness and social competence, and
promotes positive relationship outcomes. ’

. Taken together, this recent body of research demonstrates that nostal-
gia .elevates positive mood, enhances and protects the self, and strengthens
social connectedness. Importantly, nostalgia may also serve a fourth critical
psychological function. Specifically, nostalgia may imbue life with a sense of
meaning (Routledge & Arndt, 2005; Sedikides et al., 2004). This existential
function of nostalgia is the primary focus of the current analysis, and thus we
NOW turn our attention to the relevant program of research.

THE PAST AS AN EXISTENTIAL RESOURCE:
NOSTALGIA MAKES MEANING

At the beginning of this chapter we posed the question of what makes
life meaningful. We highlighted domains such as family, friends, cultural tra-
ditions, and personal triumphs as ingredients of a meaningful life. We then
turned our attention to the question driving the current analysis: How do peo-
ple use these sources to find meaning? We suggest that nostalgia is one method:
of acquiring and preserving a sense of meaning in life. Specifically, we propose
that when people are pressed to find meaning, they reflect nostalgically on
treasured past experiences (e.g., family functions, personal accomplishments).
We have conducted a number of diverse studies to test this position.

Our consideration of nostalgia as a source of meaning begins with a
return to the content question. When waxing nostalgic, people focus on the
self and close relationships; however, these narratives also revolve around
momentous life events (Wildschut et al., 2006). Nostalgic episodes could
thus be characterized as snapshots of the personally treasured life experiences
that infuse life with a sense of meaning. Since such precious life experiences
cannot occur every day, we reasoned that people are able to regularly tap
into these meaning-providing experiences via nostalgic reflection. However
once we observed narrative data consistent with the notion that nostalgia:
involves meaning-providing life experience, it became crucial to test the idea

that nostalgia augments meaning. We did so in two ways. First, we relied
on terror management theory (TMT; Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski
1991) to test hypotheses consistent with the proposition that nostalgia i;

a me‘amng—making resource. Second, we tested directly whether nostalgia
provides meaning.
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Is Nostalgia a Meaning-Making Resource?

We started our examination of nostalgia as an existential tool by con-
sulting the literature in experimental existential social psychology. The most
prominent and empirically substantiated theory relevant to the human need
for meaning is TMT (Solomon et al., 1991; see also Chapter 3, this volume).
According to TMT, one reason why people strive to perceive their lives as
meaningful is their awareness of their own mortality. Like all animals, humans
strive for self-preservation. However, humans uniquely possess the requisite
cognitive capabilities to understand that despite all efforts to thrive, death
is certain and can come without warning. This realization, according to the
theory, has the potential to generate a great deal of psychological distress. The
theory proposes that people are able, at least for the most part, to avoid distress
associated with the awareness of their inevitable demise by believing that their
lives are meaningful. Physical death cannot be defeated, but the sting of mot-
tality can be softened by the belief that existence is about more than living, it
is about living a life of purpose and meaning.

In support of TMT, extensive experimental research has demonstrated
that heightened awareness of mortality leads to heightened investment in
socially and culturally derived meaning-providing structures (e.g., family,
religion, social identities) and that such investment reduces the accessibil-
ity of death-related thoughts (Greenberg, Solomon, & Arndt, 2008) as well
as psychological distress (e.g., anxiety; Routledge & Juhl, 2010; Routledge
et al., 2010).

Drawing upon research derived from TMT, we hypothesized that if nos-
talgia is a meaning-providing resource, then, like other meaning-providing
resources, it will mitigate the effects of death-related cognition. We first
tested this hypothesis in three experiments (Routledge, Arndt, Sedikides,
& Wildschut, 2008). In the first study, we measured individual differences
in nostalgia proneness (e.g., “How often do you engage in nostalgia?’)
and manipulated death-related cognition with a mortality salience induc-
tion (Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989). In the
experimental condition, participants pondered their mortality (e.g., “Briefly
describe the emotions that the thought of your own death arouses in you™),
whereas in the control condition they pondered an aversive experience not
related to death (e.g., “Briefly describe the emotions that the thought of your
dental pain arouses in you”). Subsequently, we administered a measure of
meaning in life (e.g., “All strivings in life are futile and absurd”; Kunzendorf
& Maguire, 1995). We proposed that mortality salience would undermine a
sense of meaning in life, but only among individuals not disposed to reflect
on meaning-providing life experiences—that is, among those low in nostal-
gia proneness. This pattern is precisely what we found. Individuals prone to
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nostalgia did not show a reduction in meaning in response to the existential
threat of mortality salience, but those not prone to nostalgia did.

We examined nostalgia as an existential resource in follow-up research
that focused on the accessibility of death thoughts (Routledge et al., 2008).
As noted, previous research demonstrates that when mortality is made
salient, investment in meaning-proving structures (e.g., religion) reduces the
accessibility of death thoughts. We thus hypothesized that nostalgia would
reduce the accessibility of death thoughts after such thoughts are activated
via a mortality salience induction. In‘one experiment, we measured nostal-
gia proneness and then rendered morrality salient. In another experiment,
we manipulated nostalgia as before (i.e., Wildschut et al., 2006), that is, by
asking participants to conjure up a nostalgic versus ordinary autobiographi-
cal event from their lives. In both experiments, the dependent variable was
death-thought accessibility, which we assessed with a stem completion task.
Specifically, participants received a list of incomplete words, some of which
could be completed with death or non-death-related words (e.g., COFF__
could be COFFIN or COFFEE; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, Simon,
& Breus, 1994). The more words that are completed to be death related, the
more death thoughts are accessible. Both experiments yielded results con-
sistent with our hypothesis. Mortality salience increased the accessibility of
death-related thoughts, but only at low levels of nostalgia (when nostalgia
proneness was measured) and in the “ordinary” condition (when nostalgia
was manipulated). In all, nostalgia buffered the effects of mortality salience
on increased death thoughts.

In a subsequent investigation, we further considered nostalgia as
a means through which people protect against the negative psychological
consequences of mortality salience (Juhl, Routledge, Arndt, Sedikides, &
Wildschut, 2010). Previous research has implicated death-related cogni-
tion as a facilitator of intergroup conflict, as people respond to mortality
salience with ingroup bias and outgroup derogation ( Greenberg et al., 2008).
Group identities are a source of meaning, and thus, when meaning is needed
because death is salient, one way in which people find and preserve mean-
ing is by defending their own group identities, often at the expense of other
groups. We have maintained that nostalgia is another way through which
people are able to attain and preserve meaning. In fact, we believe it to be a
particularly powerful way. Thus, we hypothesized that people who regularly
engage in nostalgia (high-proneness individuals) would not respond to mor-
tality salience with the typically observed ingroup identity defense. To test
this prediction, we measured nostalgia proneness, manipulated mortality
salience, and then asked participants to evaluate an essay critical of their
university (an identity threat). As hypothesized, mortality salience increased
negative evaluations of the critical essay, but only among individuals low on
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nostalgia proneness. People who frequently used nostalgia did not need to
defend other sources of meaning when death was salient. Another experi-
ment further highlighted the relevance of nostalgia as a source of mear}ing
(Juhl et al., 2010). Specifically, mortality salience increased death e}nxlety,
but only among individuals low on nostalgia proneness. Thus, nostalgia keeps
death thoughts from turning into death fears.

In a final experiment (Juhl et al., 2010), we sought to provide a more
rigorous test of the hypothesis that people high on nostalgia proneness in
fact implement nostalgia as a meaning-providing resource when mortality is
salient. We measured nostalgia proneness, manipulated mortality salience,
and assessed state nostalgia (by asking participants how much they miss
various aspects of their past; Wildschut et al., 2006). The findings Provided
unequivocal support for nostalgia as the means by which nostalgm.—prone
individuals resolve mortality concerns. For people high, but not low, in nos-
talgia proneness, mortality salience increased state nostalgia. PeoPle w}}o
regularly wax nostalgic employ nostalgia when grappling with the existential
threat of death awareness.

In sum, across six experiments, we obtained consistent evidence for the
notion that nostalgia provides meaning in life. Mortality salience compro-
mised a sense of meaning, increased death thought accessibility, motivated
ingroup identity defense, and heightened death anxiety. However, none of
these effects emerged among individuals who are frequently nostalgic or Whe.n
nostalgia was experimentally induced. In addition, people high on nostalgia
proneness used nostalgia in response to mortality salience. Yet, one dravyback
of these experiments is that they were all focused on nostalgia as an existen-
tial resource in response to a specific existential threat (i.e., death awareness).
These experiments did not consider broadly nostalgia in meaning-making
endeavors that were unrelated to mortality concerns. Further, in none of
the experiments did we directly test the hypothesis that nostalgia increases
meaning. Instead, we used TMT and research derived from the theory to
evaluate hypotheses aligned with the possibility that nostalgia contributes to
feelings of meaning in life. Therefore, we determined that it was crucial both
to take a broader approach, not limited to one particular existential threat,
and to test more explicitly whether nostalgia provides meaning.

Does Nostalgia Provide Meaning?

We began our empirical efforts by examining the covariation between
nostalgia and meaning (Routledge et al., 2011). We hypothesized that if
nostalgia is one prevalent way through which people derive and maintain
meaning, then people who frequently, rather than infrequently, wax nostal-
gic would evidence higher levels of perceived meaning in life. We obtained
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support for this hypothesis in two studies. The first study used an American
undergraduate sample. Participants completed a measure of nostalgia prone-
ness (Routledge et al., 2008) and two measures of the perceived presence of
meaning in life (e.g., “My personal existence is purposeful and meaningful”,
“I'have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful”; McGregor & Little,
1998; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006; see also Chapter 11, this vol-
ume). Nostalgia proneness was positively and significantly correlated with
both meaning measures. In the second study, Dutch nationals ranging in age
from 10 to 71 took part in an online study examining music-evoked nostal-
gia. Participants listed their favorite songs and also listened to popular songs.
Then, they rated how nostalgic each song made them feel and o what extent
each song made them feel that life is worth living (an indicator of meaning).
We obtained evidence for nostalgia as meaning-making across all age ranges.
The more people reported that music made them feel nostalgic, the more
they reported deriving meaning from that music.

Our first direct assessment of nostalgia as a meaning provider yielded
supportive evidence. Our next task was to find experimental confirmation
for this proposition. To this end, we conducted three laboratory experiments
testing the hypothesis that nostalgia bolsters meaning (Routledge et al.,
2011; Routledge, Wildschut, Sedikides, Juhl, & Arndt, 2012). In the first
experiment, we used song lyrics to manipulate nostalgia. Specifically, in a
preliminary session we asked participants to list the titles and artists of three
songs that made them feel nostalgic. Prior to the experimental session, we
randomly allocated participants to the nostalgia or control condition. For
participants in the nostalgia condition, we retrieved the lyrics of a song they
listed as personally nostalgic. Participants in the control condition were
yoked to a participant in the nostalgia condition and were designated to
receive the same lyrics as this person, after we ascertained that the relevant
song was not one that the control participant had also identified as nostalgic.

One week after the preliminary session, participants were brought back
to the laboratory for the experimental session and given the song lyrics to
read as just described. Then, they completed a manipulation check to ensure
that the lyrics appropriately induced nostalgia. Finally, they completed a
measure of meaning in life (Steger et al., 2006). As hypothesized, participants
who read the lyrics that they had identified as nostalgia inducing, compared
to those in the control condition, were more nostalgic {as measured by the
manipulation check) and, critically, perceived life as more meaningful.

In two additional- experiments (Routledge et al., 2012), we used our
previously validated nostalgia manipulations in which participants wrote
about nostalgic versus autobiographical control experiences {e.g., recent
positive past experience, ordinary past experience, future anticipated experi-
ence; Vess et al., 2010; Wildschut et al., 2006). We assessed meaning with
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a presence of meaning scale as well as a search for meaning scale (Steger
et al., 2006). Nostalgia, compared with controls, raised meaning. Specifically,
induced nostalgia elevated the presence of meaning and decreased the active
search for meaning (these two measures were inversely correlated). Thus,
not only did nostalgia bolster meaning, it did so sufficiently to decrease the
need to search for meaning elsewhere. In all, survey and experimental data
provided compelling evidence that nostalgia strengthens a sense of meaning
in life.

We returned, in this research, to our analysis of nostalgia triggers. We
previously presented findings demonstrating that bad mood and loneliness
trigger nostalgia. On the basis of the growing body of evidence that nos-
talgia provides meaning, we sought to consider meaninglessness as another
nostalgia trigger. To this end, we conducted an experiment in which we
threatened meaning and then measured state nostalgia (Routledge et al.,
2011). To threaten meaning, we had participants read a philosophical essay
arguing that life has no real meaning or purpose. Participants in the control
condition read a philosophical essay regarding the limitations of comput-
ers. A pilot study confirmed that the meaning threat essay undermined
perceptions of meaning. Next, participants completed a state measure of
nostalgia (Wildschut et al., 2006). As hypothesized, participants who read
the meaning threat essay were more nostalgic compared to those who read
the control essay. Meaning threat emerged as a potent trigger of nostalgia.

Building upon our findings indicating that nostalgia reduces defensive-
ness in response to the threat of mortality salience, we then sought to deter-
mine whether nostalgia would reduce defensiveness to a more direct threat
to meaning (Routledge et al., 2011). We proceeded to manipulate nostal-
gia (Wildschut et al., 2006) and then have participants read the meaning
threat or no-meaning threat philosophical essays that we described above.
Next, we had participants evaluate these essays and the essay authors. We
assumed that negative evaluations of the threatening essay would reflect
defensiveness against the claim that life is meaningless. Participants evalu-
ated the meaning threat essay and author more negatively than the no-
meaning threat essay and author. However, this effect was only significant
in the control condition; it was nullified in the nostalgia condition. Nostal-
gia bolsters meaning and by doing so lowers people’s sensitivity to existen-
tially threatening information, thus reducing defensiveness.

Finally, in elucidating nostalgia as a meaning-making tool, we sought
to examine the extent to which nostalgia protects psychological well-being
when meaning is under threat. Meaning in life is a hallmark of healthy psy-
chological functioning and is associated with quality of life (King & Napa,
1998; Krause, 2007), psychological well-being (Steger & Frazier, 2005;
Updegraff, Silver, & Holman, 2008), and successful coping with stress or
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illness (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Jim & Andersen, 2007; Park, 2010; see also
Chapters 10, 12, and 13, this volume). Therefore, people with meaning
deficits are at risk of poor psychological and physical health. Having estab-
lished that nostalgia bolsters meaning, we proposed that nostalgia could be
used as a meaning intervention in efforts to counteract the ill psychological
effects that result from a lack of perceived meaning in life. We started this
consideration of nostalgia as an intervention with two laboratory studies
(Routledge et al., 2011).

In the first study, we measured individual differences in perceptions of
meaning and then manipulated nostalgia with the narrative task (Wildschut
et al., 2006). We then measured state vitality as an indicator of psychologi-
cal well-being (Ryan & Frederick, 1997). Vitality is considered a reflection
of eudaemonic well-being (i.e., feeling alive and vital) and correlates with
other measures of well-being (e.g., satisfaction with life; Ryan & Frederick,
1997). The results were consisted with the idea that nostalgia has interven-
tion potential. There was a significant negative relation between perceived
meaning and vitality, but nostalgia mitigated this effect. In particular, nos-
talgia increased vitality among individuals who lacked a sense of meaning.
Nostalgia, then, elevates well-being among those with existing meaning
deficits (see Chapter 23, this volume).

We followed up with a similar intervention study to find out whether
nostalgia mitigates the effects of stress experienced by people with meaning
deficits. We measured perceptions of meaning, manipulated nostalgia with
the narrative task, and then implemented the Trier Social Stress Test, an
established laboratory stress paradigm in which participants engage in a mock
job interview and perform challenging mental arithmetic before an audience
(Kudielka, Hellhammer, & Kirschbaum, 2007). We subsequently assessed
subjective stress. Meaning was a significant predictor of subjective stress after
the stressor task. People with meaning deficits reported high levels of stress
after the task compared to those without meaning deficits. Critically, nos-
talgia mitigated this effect. In particular, nostalgia significantly attenuated
feelings of stress among individuals who had low levels of meaning at the
start of the study. Nostalgia thus appears to improve well-being and assist in
coping with stressful experiences among individuals vulnerable to poor well-
being and elevated stress (i.e., individuals low in meaning in life). These two
intervention studies provide encouragement for future research seeking to
develop and test nostalgia-related therapies for mental health treatment. We
return to this topic shortly.

In sum, building upon previous findings that nostalgia serves several
psychological functions, we conducted a range of studies showcasing an exis-
tential function of nostalgia. Nostalgia not only increases positive mood,
self-positivity, and social connectedness, but it also contributes to meaning
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making. Specifically, nostalgia mitigates the effects of existential threats (i.e.,
mortality salience, undermining meaning), increases perceptions of meaning,
decreases the need to further search for meaning, and promotes psychologi-
cal health for those with low levels of perceived meaning. Further, threats to
meaning increase nostalgia. In all, the evidence strongly demonstrates that
nostalgia aids people in finding and preserving a sense of life meaning.

THE FUTURE OF NOSTALGIA: CURRENT PLANS
AND PROPOSALS

Though research provides compelling evidence that nostalgia helps
people perceive their lives as meaningful, key questions remain unanswered.
For example, how precisely does nostalgia provide meaning? In other words,
is the effect of nostalgia on meaning mediated by any other function of nos-
talgia? As previously discussed, nostalgia serves functions related to affect,
the self, and relationships. In addition, theory and research suggest that each
of these functions is associated with meaning. For example, positive affect
is a prominent predictor of judgments of meaning (King, Hicks, Krull, &
Del Gaiso, 2006; see also Chapter 22, this volume). In addition, research
derived from TMT suggests that both self-esteem (Greenberg et al., 2008)
and close relationships (Mikulincer, Florian, & Hirschberger, 2003) contrib-
ute to a sense of meaning. Finally, belongingness facilitates meaning (Hicks,
Schlegel, & King, 2010; Lambert et al., in press). Therefore, there is reason
to believe that nostalgia may offer meaning via one or more of these routes.

We recently began to explore this question. In particular, we considered
the question of mediation, in two studies, when examining the link between
nostalgia and meaning (Routledge et al., 2011). As a starting point, we focused
on social connectedness as the mediator because close relationships played
a prominent role in most of the nostalgic narratives about momentous life
events. In other words, events that people identified as being of great personal
value were interpersonal in nature (e.g., family gatherings, weddings, holi-
days, graduations). In both studies, in addition to measuring or manipulating
nostalgia and then measuring meaning, we assessed social connectedness as a
mediator. Social connectedness mediated the effects of nostalgia on meaning
in both studies. Therefore, preliminary research suggests that a sense of social
connectedness that emanates from nostalgic engagement accounts, in part,
for the way in which nostalgia contributes to perceptions of meaning in life.

The issue of mediation deserves prioritization in future research plans.
What are other critical mediators, besides social connectedness? Moreover,
are different mediators more impactful for different people? This latter ques-
tion returns us to the beginning of this chapter, when we discussed what
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makes life seem meaningful. People may vary in the extent to which specific
domains offer meaning, and thus people may vary in the extent to which tap-
ping into these domains via nostalgia elevates meaning. For example, people
low in attachment-related avoidance may garner meaning from reflecting
nostalgically on past social experiences. Likewise, cultural differences may
emerge. For example, individuals from individualistic cultures may derive
more meaning for agentic experiences (e.g., personal accomplishments),
whereas individuals from collectivistic cultures may derive more meaning
from communal experiences (e.g., harmonious relationships). In sum, more
research is needed to examine the nuanced ways in which people use nostal-
gia to find meaning.

‘ How about the relation between nostalgta and psychological health?
We discussed the results from two studies supporting the idea that nostalgia
has intervention potential. However, neither of these studies tested a clinical
population or examined longer term effects of a nostalgia induction. There-
fore, much work is needed to advance nostalgia as a potential therapeutic tool.
Given that nostalgia fostets a sense of meaning, we believe that the potential
for nostalgia to be used as a form of treatment by mental health practitioners
is strong. Preliminary findings indeed point to a relation between meaning
and positive mental health outcomes. For example, a sense of meaning in life
predicted improvement during psychotherapy (Debats, 1996). In addition, a
lack of meaning is associated with psychological dysfunction and maladap-
tive health behavior. For example, a lack of meaning is a predictor of depres-
sion (Wong, 1998) and even a precursor to suicide (Harlow, Newcomb, &
Bentler, 1986). Frankl (1997) proposed that the existential pain of meaning-
lessness and an inability to find meaning could result in the development of
negative health-related behaviors such as excessive drinking, drug abuse, and
gambling. Consistent with this assertion, excessive drinking has been related
to poor purpose in life (Marsh, Smith, Piek, & Saunders, 2003; Waisberg &
Porter, 1994), as has drug abuse (Padelford, 1974). Therefore, future research
examining nostalgia as a mental health intervention may offer therapists and
counselors another weapon in their arsenal to combat psychopathology and
problem behaviors (see Chapter 23, this volume).

The urility of nostalgia as 2 mental health treatment depends, of course,
on the extent to which nostalgia is a predominantly positive experience. Our
research suggests that it is; however, all of our studies thus far have focused
on “normal” populations, and thus another critical direction for research is to
consider the possibility that nostalgia may not be a net positive experience for
everyone. Perhaps there are certain groups of people (e.g., people high in neu-
roticism, people with negative attitudes toward their past) for whom increased
nostalgia might contribute to undesirable psychological consequences (e.g.,
anxiety, unhappiness). ‘
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IN CLOSING

As a collective, society emphasizes the present and the future, and de-
emphasizes the past, when making judgments about our lives. People admonish
one another to live in moment, plan for the future, and not to dwell on the past.
Certainly, there is value to this advice. Appreciating the present can be reward-
ing, and goal-related behavior that paves the way for a better future is advanta-
geous. However, turning to the past may be beneficial as well. Historians like to
remind us that there is much to learn from the past. We, as psychologists, also
propose that the past should not be underrated. Reflecting nostalgically on the
past betters one’s affective state, bolsters and protects the positivity of the self,
strengthens a sense of social connectedness, and as this chapter highlighted,
imbues life with purpose and meaning.
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