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Abstract 

Nostalgia marketing has emerged as a powerful and emotionally resonant strategy for connecting with 

Generation Z (Gen Z), a demographic characterized by digital nativity and constant online engagement. 
Paradoxically, despite their immersion in modern technology and contemporary culture, Gen Z exhibits a 

marked affinity for cultural artifacts, aesthetics, and themes from past decades particularly the 1980s, 1990s, and 

early 2000s. This study explores how brands leverage nostalgic elements such as retro packaging, vintage logos, 

and throwback advertisements to cultivate brand attachment and loyalty among Gen Z consumers. Utilizing a 

mixed-methods research design, the study incorporates quantitative data from a nationally representative online 

survey of 1,200 Gen Z respondents and qualitative content analysis of 50 nostalgia-driven social media 

campaigns deployed between 2018 and 2023. 

The findings reveal that 72% of Gen Z consumers express a preference for brands that integrate nostalgic 

branding elements, with retro packaging and product relaunches demonstrating the highest levels of consumer 

appeal. Moreover, platforms like TikTok and Instagram serve as accelerators of nostalgic engagement, with 

nostalgic content yielding a 43% higher engagement rate than non-nostalgic counterparts. These results suggest 

that nostalgia functions not only as a tool for emotional branding but also as a mechanism for enhancing 
perceived authenticity and cultural connectivity. To interpret these findings, the study introduces the Nostalgia-

Driven Engagement Model (NDEM), which illustrates the pathways through which nostalgic cues influence 

emotional resonance, digital engagement, and long-term brand loyalty. 

This research contributes to the growing literature on emotional branding and digital consumer behaviour, 

offering practical implications for marketers seeking to create resonant brand narratives in a saturated digital 

marketplace. By understanding the psychological and cultural underpinnings of nostalgia in a Gen Z context, 

brands can craft marketing strategies that are both emotionally compelling and strategically effective. 

Nostalgia marketing has emerged as a potent strategy for engaging Generation Z (Gen Z), who, despite their 

digital fluency, exhibit emotional resonance with past decades. This study investigates the influence of nostalgic 

elements retro packaging, throwback ads, vintage logos on Gen Z’s brand loyalty. Employing a mixed-methods 

approach (N = 1,200 for surveys; 50 social media campaigns analysed), we found that 72% of Gen Z consumers 
prefer nostalgic branding, with TikTok and Instagram amplifying nostalgic engagement by 43%. The study 

proposes the Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM), offering strategic insights for marketers aiming to 

foster brand loyalty through emotional storytelling. 

 

Keywords: Nostalgia Marketing, Generation Z, Brand Loyalty, Emotional Branding, Retro Aesthetics  

 

1. Introduction 

In the digital age, where trends evolve rapidly and attention spans shrink, brands face 

mounting challenges in creating enduring emotional connections with younger audiences. 

Among these audiences, Generation Z (Gen Z)typically defined as individuals born between 

1997 and 2012stands out not only for their digital fluency and hyperconnectivity but also for 

their paradoxical affinity for past eras they never lived through. This seemingly ironic 

cultural phenomenon, known as reconstructed nostalgia (Davis, 2020), reflects a yearning for 

the aesthetics, values, and cultural symbols of the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s. From retro 

fashion and VHS-style filters to remixed 90s songs on TikTok, Gen Z actively engages with 

curated representations of the past, blending memory with modern identity formation. 
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This nostalgic inclination has not gone unnoticed by marketers. In an era saturated with 

algorithmically driven content and impersonal digital interactions, nostalgia marketing has 

emerged as a powerful emotional branding strategy. Brands such as Coca-Cola, Nike, 

Nintendo, and Levi’s have revitalized legacy branding elements to evoke familiarity, trust, 

and warmth. The strategy involves more than just visual cues; it encompasses storytelling, 

sound design (e.g., retro jingles), product reboots, and participatory social media campaigns 

that invite consumers to co-create nostalgic content. Particularly on platforms like TikTok 

and Instagram, nostalgia is not passively consumed but actively shared and reinterpreted, 

fuelling viral trends such as the #90sChallenge or #ThrowbackThursday. 

While nostalgia has long been studied in consumer behaviour research, its application in 

digital marketing aimed at Gen Z remains underexplored. Existing literature primarily 

focuses on nostalgia’s effect on older generations who directly experienced the eras being 

referenced (Holbrook & Schindler, 2003; Batcho, 2013). However, Gen Z’s engagement with 

nostalgia is distinctnot anchored in lived memory, but in aestheticized experiences and 

collective imagination fuelled by digital media. This presents a new theoretical challenge: 

how can memories that never happened evoke such strong emotional loyalty? 

In response to this question, the present study investigates the role of nostalgic marketing in 

shaping brand loyalty among Generation Z consumers. It aims to identify which nostalgic 

elements are most effective, explore the psychological mechanisms behind nostalgia-induced 

consumer behaviour, and examine the amplifying role of social media platforms. The 

research adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative insights from a national 

survey of 1,200 Gen Z consumers with qualitative content analysis of 50 nostalgia-based 

campaigns executed on digital platforms between 2018 and 2023. 

Furthermore, this study proposes the Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM)a 

conceptual framework outlining how nostalgic cues activate emotional responses, drive 

engagement on digital platforms, and translate into long-term brand loyalty. The model 

contributes to both academic theory and marketing practice by offering a roadmap for 

leveraging nostalgia in a strategic and culturally relevant manner. 

In doing so, this research addresses a critical gap in the evolving field of emotional branding 

and provides actionable insights for marketers seeking to differentiate themselves in an 

oversaturated digital economy. By unpacking the emotional, cultural, and technological 

dimensions of nostalgia marketing, this study aims to illuminate the evolving dynamics of 

consumer-brand relationships in the age of retro revival. 

 

2. Literature Review 

In the age of digital hyperconnectivity, brands are increasingly turning to nostalgia marketing 

as a strategic tool to forge emotional connections with younger consumers, especially 

Generation Z (Gen Z). While traditional theories of nostalgia centered on personal lived 

experiences, contemporary interpretations, particularly among Gen Z, reflect what Davis 

(2020) termed reconstructed nostalgiaa yearning for eras never personally experienced but 

consumed through media, culture, and collective memory. 

Nostalgia serves as a multifaceted construct in marketing: it triggers positive emotions, 

reinforces identity, and enhances trust, making it a valuable tool for emotional branding. With 

Gen Z navigating a world marked by instability, from economic downturns to social 

fragmentation, nostalgic content offers an emotional refugeconjuring comfort, belonging, and 

cultural continuity. Brands across sectorssuch as Coca-Cola, Nintendo, Paper Boat, and 

Amulhave capitalized on this by reviving retro packaging, jingles, and advertising styles, 

often within the dynamic spaces of TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube Shorts. 
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Despite nostalgia marketing’s growing popularity, scholarly research on its specific impact 

on Gen Z remains limited. Most studies to date have focused on older generations, whose 

nostalgia is rooted in lived experience (Holbrook & Schindler, 2003; Batcho, 2013). This gap 

underscores the need for a comprehensive examination of how and why reconstructed 

nostalgia resonates with a digitally native generation, and how this influences their brand 

loyalty, engagement, and identity construction. 

This literature review critically synthesizes existing academic contributions across five key 

themes: (1) theoretical foundations of nostalgia in marketing, (2) emotional branding and 

nostalgia, (3) digital consumer behaviour, (4) reconstructed nostalgia in Gen Z, and (5) 

engagement mechanisms on social platforms. Through a systematic methodology aligned 

with PRISMA guidelines, this review provides a transparent and replicable foundation for the 

current study’s empirical exploration. 

2.1 Methodology of the Systematic Review 

To ensure academic rigor, a systematic literature review was conducted following the 

PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) 

framework. The objective was to identify, evaluate, and synthesize relevant peer-reviewed 

studies on nostalgia marketing, Gen Z consumer behaviour, and emotional branding 

strategies. 

Search Strategy:  

Searches were performed across major academic databases including Scopus, Web of 

Science, JSTOR, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. The keywords used included 

combinations of: “nostalgia marketing,” “Generation Z,” “brand loyalty,” “emotional 

branding,” “retro aesthetics,” and “digital consumer behaviour.” 

Inclusion Criteria: 

1. Peer-reviewed journal articles 

2. Published between 2000 and 2024 

3. Written in English 

4. Focused on theoretical frameworks, empirical studies, or marketing case studies 

5. Directly or indirectly related to nostalgia, branding, or Gen Z behaviour 

Exclusion Criteria: 

1. Non-peer-reviewed sources (e.g., blogs, news articles) 

2. Studies focusing solely on older demographics (e.g., Baby Boomers) 

3. Articles lacking methodological transparency 

From an initial pool of 145 articles, 38 studies were selected after duplicate removal and 

relevance screening. The selection process is illustrated using a PRISMA flow diagram 

(Figure 1), which traces records identified, screened, excluded, and finally included. 

The final 38 articles were subjected to thematic analysis to extract recurring theoretical 

models, methodological approaches, and key findings. This process informed the thematic 

synthesis and identification of research gaps, which guided the conceptual development of 

the current study’s Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM). 

2.2 Theoretical Foundations of Nostalgia in Marketing 

Nostalgia was originally conceptualized as a form of homesickness or emotional longing 

(Davis, 1979). Over time, it has evolved into a rich psychological construct associated with 

positive affect, identity reinforcement, and emotional comfort (Batcho, 2013). In marketing, 

Holbrook and Schindler (2003) laid the groundwork by defining nostalgia as a “preference 

towards objects that were more common or fashionable when one was younger.” 

The concept functions as an emotional heuristic, helping consumers make decisions based on 

feelings of familiarity and safety, rather than utilitarian benefits. It also plays a critical role in 
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self-continuity, where individuals integrate nostalgic stimuli into their personal and social 

identity narratives (Sedikides et al., 2008). 

2.3 Emotional Branding and Nostalgia 

Emotional branding aims to build long-term consumer relationships by creating emotional 

resonance rather than merely emphasizing product attributes (Roberts, 2004). Nostalgia 

enhances emotional branding by evoking deeply personal or culturally shared memories, 

which in turn promote stronger brand attachment (Thomson et al., 2005). 

According to Merchant and Rose (2013), nostalgia-themed advertisements result in higher ad 

effectiveness, brand recall, and purchase intention than non-nostalgic counterparts. This 

emotional connection is particularly vital in the Gen Z segment, where consumer loyalty is 

often built through value alignment and affective engagement rather than habitual 

consumption. 

2.4 Nostalgia and Digital Consumer Behaviour 

Digital environmentsespecially social mediahave become powerful conduits for nostalgic 

storytelling. Platforms like Instagram and TikTok enable users and brands alike to engage in 

communal nostalgia (Muenster & Kessous, 2022), often through hashtags like 

#ThrowbackThursday or video filters that mimic VHS aesthetics. 

Cheung et al. (2021) note that nostalgic content increases like, shares, and comments by 40-

60% over neutral content. Social media also supports user-generated nostalgia, where 

individuals co-create retro content, reinforcing engagement and brand loyalty through 

participatory experiences. 

2.5 Generation Z and Reconstructed Nostalgia 

Unlike Millennials or Baby Boomers, Gen Z often experiences nostalgia vicariously, a 

phenomenon known as reconstructed nostalgia (Davis, 2020). They romanticize decades they 

never lived throughsuch as the 1980s arcade culture or 1990s fashionrelying on mediated 

memories through pop culture, movies, and curated social media content (Smith & Johnson, 

2021). 

This demographic uses nostalgia as a form of identity experimentation, oscillating between 

past and present as a way to construct aesthetic, social, and cultural affiliations (Williams & 

Labrecque, 2023). 

2.6 Summary of Key Literature  

The reviewed literature highlights nostalgia as a powerful emotional construct that influences 

consumer behaviour through familiarity, identity reinforcement, and emotional comfort. 

Foundational works by Holbrook and Schindler (2003) and Batcho (2013) establish nostalgia 

as a driver of brand preference and emotional bonding. Recent studies emphasize the 

amplification of nostalgic experiences via digital platforms like TikTok and Instagram 

(Cheung et al., 2021; Muenster & Kessous, 2022), where Gen Z consumers engage in 

“reconstructed nostalgia “an aestheticized longing for eras they never lived through (Davis, 

2020). The convergence of emotional branding, digital storytelling, and cultural memory 

forms the basis for understanding how nostalgic cues enhance brand loyalty and engagement 

in Gen Z. This body of work forms the theoretical foundation for the current study and the 

development of the Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM). 

 

Table 1: Summary of Key Literature 

Author(s) Year Focus Area Key Findings Relevance to 

Study 

Holbrook & 

Schindler 

2003 Consumer 

behaviour& 

nostalgia 

Nostalgia drives 

consumer preferences 

and trust 

Foundational 

theory on 

nostalgia in 
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branding 

Batcho 2013 Psychological 

effects of nostalgia 

Nostalgia enhances self-

continuity and 

emotional wellbeing 

Psychological 

basis for brand 

loyalty 

Merchant & 

Rose 

2013 Nostalgic 

advertising 

Nostalgia ads improve 

ad effectiveness and 

consumer recall 

Supports 

branding strategy 

Muenster & 

Kessous 

2022 Social media 

nostalgia 

Digital platforms 

amplify communal 

nostalgia 

Shows 

TikTok/Instagra

m's role 

Davis 2020 Reconstructed 

nostalgia 

Gen Z expresses 

nostalgia for eras they 

didn’t experience 

Directly supports 

current study 

focus 

Smith & 

Johnson 

2021 Gen Z media 

behaviours 

Nostalgia used for 

aesthetic identity 

building 

Explains Gen Z 

brand interaction 

Cheung et al. 2021 Social media 

engagement 

Nostalgia posts boost 

engagement metrics on 

digital platforms 

Quantitative 

validation of 

social media 

impact 

Thomson et al. 2005 Brand attachment Emotional memories 

foster stronger 

consumer-brand bonds 

Theoretical 

foundation for 

loyalty analysis 

2.7 Thematic Synthesis 

From the reviewed literature, several recurring themes emerge: 

1. Emotional Anchoring: Nostalgia serves as a psychological anchor in uncertain times, 

enhancing perceived brand trust. 

2. Digital Amplification: Social media serves as both a stage and amplifier of nostalgic 

narratives. 

3. Identity Formation: Nostalgia facilitates identity creation, particularly for Gen Z, 

through curated retro aesthetics. 

4. Consumer Engagement: Nostalgic cues significantly enhance engagement and 

interaction with branded content. 

2.8 Gaps and Future Research Directions 

Despite the growing body of research, several gaps persist: 

1. Limited cross-cultural comparisons: Most studies are U.S.-centric and fail to address 

how nostalgia operates globally. 

2. Scarce Gen Z-specific empirical data: Few studies quantitatively measure Gen Z’s 

response to nostalgia in a structured marketing context. 

3. Insufficient exploration of platform-specific dynamics: The differentiated effects of 

nostalgia across platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube remain 

underexplored. 

4. Underdeveloped theoretical models: Existing frameworks do not comprehensively 

capture the full cycle from nostalgic stimulus to consumer loyalty. 

The current study addresses these gaps by combining primary quantitative and qualitative 

data, focusing exclusively on Gen Z, and proposing a new conceptual framework—the 

Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM)which integrates emotional, social, and 

technological drivers of nostalgia marketing. 
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3. Methodology 

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach combining quantitative and qualitative 

techniques to comprehensively examine how nostalgia marketing influences brand loyalty 

among Generation Z. The integration of survey data and content analysis enables both 

breadth and depth of insight, providing robust, triangulated findings. 

3.1 Research Design 

A convergent parallel mixed-methods design was employed, where both quantitative and 

qualitative data were collected independently and interpreted together to cross-validate and 

expand findings. The methodology was divided into two components: 

1. Quantitative Component: An online survey administered to a national sample of Gen 

Z consumers (N = 1,200). 

2. Qualitative Component: A content analysis of 50 nostalgia-driven brand campaigns 

posted on social media platforms between 2018 and 2023. 

3.2 Systematic Literature Review 

Before empirical data collection, a systematic literature review was conducted to build a 

strong theoretical foundation and identify research gaps. Following PRISMA (Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines, we screened 145 

scholarly articles using databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, and JSTOR. After 

removing duplicates and assessing relevance, 38 studies were selected for in-depth review. 

The PRISMA flow diagram (see Figure 1) illustrates this process. 

Figure 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram for Systematic Literature Review 

 
The above figure Displays records identified, screened, excluded, and finally included. 

A summary of key studies and their contributions is provided in Table 2 of the literature 

review. 

3.3 Sampling and Participants 

For the quantitative survey, a purposive sampling method was used to recruit Gen Z 

participants (ages 18-26) across urban and semi-urban India. The final sample comprised 
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1,200 valid responses, balanced across gender, educational level, and social media usage 

intensity. 

 

Table 2: Summary of key studies and their contributions 

Demographic Variable Category % of Respondents 

Age 18-20 28 

 21-23 42 

 24-26 30 

Gender Male 48 

 Female 50 

 Non-binary 2 

Social Media Use >4 hours/day 61 

Nostalgia Awareness Yes 88 

 

3.4 Instruments and Measures 

Quantitative Tools: 

Nostalgia Proneness Scale (Routledge et al., 2008): 7-item Likert scale measuring individual 

susceptibility to nostalgic emotions. 

Brand Attachment Index (Thomson et al., 2005): Assesses emotional closeness and 

commitment to brands. 

Platform Preference Checklist: Measures respondents’ engagement with nostalgic content on 

TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube. 

Qualitative Tools: 

A content analysis coding guide with the following codes: 

1. Use of retro aesthetics 

2. Historical brand elements 

3. Music, colour, typography from specific decades 

4. Emotional cues (e.g., warmth, family, belonging) 

3.5 Data Collection Procedures 

Survey Administration 

The survey was hosted on Qualtrics and distributed via university networks and social media 

pages popular among Gen Z. Ethical approval was obtained, and informed consent was 

secured. Data collection took place between January and February 2025. 

Content Analysis 

A purposive sample of 50 nostalgia-driven brand campaigns from brands like Pepsi, Levi’s, 

Spotify, and Nintendo was analysed. Platforms included TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube. 

Campaigns were selected based on hashtags such as #ThrowbackThursday, #90sChallenge, 

and #RetroVibes. 

3.6 Data Analysis Techniques 

Quantitative Analysis: 

1. Descriptive Statistics to evaluate overall nostalgia preference. 

2. Cross-tabulation to explore demographic patterns. 

3. Regression Analysis to determine the effect of nostalgia proneness on brand loyalty. 

4. Engagement Rates were compared across platforms (see Figure 2 and Table 1). 
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TikTok had the highest engagement (8.7%), followed by Instagram (6.2%) and Twitter 

(3.1%). 

The analysis of nostalgic branding elements revealed that retro packaging and classic product 

relaunches were the most effective in generating emotional appeal, with 72% and 71% of Gen 

Z respondents rating them highly. Vintage logos, throwback advertisements, and revived 

jingles also showed significant impact, reinforcing feelings of familiarity and cultural 

connection. These findings indicate that visual and auditory cues rooted in collective memory 

are powerful tools for enhancing brand affinity among digitally native consumers. 

 

Table 3: Nostalgic Branding Element Effectiveness 

Nostalgic Element Example Brands/Campaigns High 

Appeal 

(%) 

Retro Packaging Paper Boat, Thums Up retro bottles 72 

Classic Product Relaunch Pepsi’s “Pepsi Thi Pehli Baar” campaign 71 

Vintage Logos Britannia 100-year packaging, Amul old logo 

fonts 

68 

Throwback Advertisements Fevicol 90s ads, Nirma ad remake 65 

Revival of Old Jingles Airtel’s “Har Ek Friend” remix, Liril whistle 

tune 

60 
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See Figure 3 for a visual summary showing highest effectiveness for Retro Packaging (72%). 

Qualitative Analysis: 

1. Thematic Coding: Data were manually coded and clustered using Braun & Clarke’s 

thematic analysis method. 

2. Inter-coder Reliability: Achieved 92% agreement among two trained coders. 

3. Narrative Insights: Key storytelling techniques and emotional triggers were noted. 

3.7 Validity and Reliability 

1. Pilot testing was conducted with 50 respondents to validate the survey. 

2. Cronbach’s alpha for the scales was above 0.82, indicating strong internal 

consistency. 

3. Peer debriefing and triangulation across data sources enhanced credibility. 

3.8 Ethical Considerations 

The study adhered to standard ethical research practices. Participants were clearly informed 

about the purpose of the study, and their participation was entirely voluntary. Anonymity and 

confidentiality were assured, and no personally identifiable information was collected at any 

stage. Respondents had the right to withdraw from the study at any point without 

consequence. All data were collected and used solely for academic and research purposes. 

 

4. Findings and Analysis (India-Focused Context) 

This section presents key findings from the mixed-methods study, combining responses from 

1,200 Gen Z Indian consumers and content analysis of 50 nostalgia-driven brand campaigns 

across India and global markets. It is structured to address the research questions on nostalgic 

elements, social media amplification, and psychological mechanisms behind loyalty. 

4.1 Effectiveness of Nostalgic Branding Elements 

Indian Gen Z consumers exhibited high receptivity to branding strategies rooted in nostalgia. 

The table below shows which nostalgic triggers had the most emotional and behavioural 

impact. 
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Table 1: Effectiveness of Nostalgic Branding Elements Among Indian Gen Z (N = 1,200) 

Nostalgic Element Example Brands High Appeal 

(%) 

Retro Packaging Paper Boat, Thums Up retro bottles 72 

Classic Product Relaunch Pepsi's “Pepsi Thi Pehli Baar” campaign 71 

Vintage Logos Britannia 100-year packaging, Amul's old 

logo fonts 

68 

Throwback 

Advertisements 

Fevicol ads from the 90s, Nirma ad remake 65 

Revival of Old Jingles Airtel's “Har Ek Friend” remix, Liril whistle 

tune 

60 

Interpretation: Retro aesthetics, especially in packaging and relaunch ads, evoke familiarity 

and trust, prompting repeat purchases and online sharing among Indian youth. 

4.2 Social Media’s Role in Amplifying Nostalgia Marketing 

Indian brands and content creators effectively use social platforms to trigger nostalgic 

emotions. Popular hashtags such as #90sKid, #DoordarshanDays, and #OldTVAds have gone 

viral. 

Table 2: Average Engagement Rates of Nostalgia-Driven Content on Social Media 

(India, 2020-2023) 

Platform Popular Hashtags Avg. Engagement Rate (%) 

TikTok* #90sKid, #PepsiThiPehliBaar 8.7 

Instagram #ThrowbackThursday, #LirilTune 6.2 

Twitter #DoordarshanDays, #OldTVMemories 3.1 

*Note: TikTok was banned in India in mid-2020; data reflects pre-ban interactions and 

subsequent usage on platforms like Instagram Reels and Moj. 

Insight: Instagram Reels and YouTube Shorts became the primary amplifiers for nostalgic 

campaigns in India post-TikTok, sustaining high engagement through music, memes, and 

emotional storytelling. 

4.3 Regression Analysis: Predictors of Brand Loyalty 

We examined how individual traits and social behaviours influence brand loyalty among Gen 

Z using multiple regression. 

Table 3: Regression Coefficients - Predictors of Brand Loyalty in Gen Z (India) 

Predictor Variable Standardized Beta (β) p-value Significance 

Nostalgia Proneness 0.62 0.000 Significant 

Social Media Usage 0.45 0.001 Significant 

Age (18-26 subgroup) 0.12 0.042 Significant 

Gender -0.08 0.230 Not Significant 

Interpretation: Emotional connection to past experiences (real or imagined) and social 

media exposure are powerful predictors of brand affinity in the Indian Gen Z demographic. 

4.4 Thematic Analysis of Nostalgia Marketing Campaigns 

From the 50 campaigns analysed, both Indian and international, four dominant nostalgic 

motifs emerged. These were consistent across media formatsTV, YouTube, Instagram, and 

even physical packaging. 
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Table 4: Thematic Patterns in Nostalgia Campaigns (India & Global) 

Theme Example Campaigns Emotional Response 

Childhood 

References 

Amul girl cartoon, Cartoon Network revival, 

Jungle Book theme 

Comfort, Belonging 

Vintage 

Aesthetics 

Paper Boat storytelling ads, Cadbury “Kuch 

Khaas Hai” montage 

Whimsy, Familiarity 

Old Songs & 

Sounds 

Airtel 4G ad remixing old ringtones, 

Britannia's "ting-ting-ting" 

Memory Recall, Joy 

Family Traditions Fevicol’s “Dum laga ke haisha” ad, 

Bournvita’s parenting ads 

Sentimentality, Shared 

Identity 

Observation: Indian audiences responded most positively to campaigns that embedded 

cultural cues from the 80s and 90s (Doordarshan-era content, old jingles, collective rituals 

like Sunday family TV time). 

4.5 Case Study: Amul’s Nostalgic Branding 

Amul’s long-running cartoon strip ads and “Taste of India” campaign represent one of the 

most enduring nostalgia branding strategies in India. 

Table 5: Case Study -Amul's Nostalgia Branding Strategy 

Aspect Details 

Duration of Campaign Over 50 years 

Iconic Elements Amul Girl, Hand-drawn billboard ads, quirky social 

commentary 

Gen Z Engagement (Survey 

Result) 

74% of respondents recalled childhood through Amul 

branding 

Emotional Connection "Part of growing up," "Sunday breakfast staple" 

Social Media Extension Instagram memes, retro ad flashbacks shared by 

influencers 

 

Conclusion: Amul’s continued use of culturally familiar formats across generations has 

cemented it as a transgenerational brand, with nostalgia playing a central role in its success. 

 

5. Discussion and Managerial Implications 

This section interprets the empirical findings through the lens of consumer psychology and 

brand strategy. It also provides actionable insights for marketers and brand managers in India 

and emerging economies looking to engage Generation Z (aged 18-26) through nostalgic 

content. 

5.1 Why Nostalgia Resonates with Indian Gen Z 

Despite being born in the internet age, Indian Gen Z consumers exhibit a deep affinity for 

elements of a past they did not directly experience. This reflects the concept of “reconstructed 

nostalgia”, where individuals form emotional attachments to imagined or second-hand 

memoriesoften passed on through parents, media, or collective culture. 

Key Psychological Drivers Identified: 

1. Emotional Security in Uncertainty 

Amid global crises (pandemics, economic instability), nostalgic branding acts as an 

emotional anchor. As shown in the study, 72% of respondents favoured brands that 

reminded them of "simpler times," reinforcing prior research by Batcho (2013). 

2. Social Belonging and Cultural Identity 
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Shared nostalgiatriggered by content like Doordarshan’s Sunday shows, old 

Bollywood jingles, or classic adscreates a communal space. This fosters group 

identity, especially on platforms like Instagram Reels or YouTube Shorts. 

3. Reconstructed or Media-Driven Nostalgia 

Unlike earlier generations, Gen Z's nostalgia is often mediated through YouTube 

compilations, memes, and remakes (e.g., “Pepsi Thi Pehli Baar” or “Liril Girl”). They 

relate to these artifacts not from lived memory, but cultural osmosis. 

5.2 Theoretical Contribution: Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM) 

Based on this study, we propose the Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM) that 

outlines how nostalgic stimuli influence brand loyalty among Gen Z: 

Table 6: Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM) 

Stage Mechanism Platform Support 

Trigger Visual/audio cue (retro packaging, jingles) Instagram, YouTube 

Emotional 

Response 

Warmth, familiarity, reduced cognitive 

dissonance 

YouTube Shorts, 

Reels 

Social Sharing Memeification, hashtag campaigns Twitter, Moj, 

WhatsApp 

Engagement Loop User-generated content (UGC), nostalgic 

remixes 

TikTok (pre-ban), 

Reels 

Brand Attachment Repeat interactions, purchase, advocacy Cross-platform 

Cycle Insight: The NDEM shows how brand-triggered nostalgia leads not just to emotional 

engagement but social virality and ultimately, brand attachment. 

Managerial Implications for Indian Marketers 
Drawing from the study’s findings and the proposed Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model 

(NDEM), several actionable strategies emerge for marketers aiming to deepen brand 

engagement with Indian Gen Z audiences. One of the most effective approaches involves 

blending retro aesthetics with modern modes of delivery. Brands such as Paper Boat and 

Britannia have successfully employed nostalgic packaging, fonts, and imagery rooted in past 

decades while maintaining high production standards suited for today’s digital formats. 

Marketers should aim to enhance this by integrating vintage design elements with digital 

storytelling techniques such as animated reels or 3D motion graphics that reimagine old 

brand assets for contemporary consumption. Another powerful strategy is the creative 

remixing of old content. Revisiting iconic jingles or TV ads from the 1980s and 1990s like 

Cadbury’s celebrated remake of “Kuch Khaas Hai” can evoke strong emotional connections. 

These campaigns can be made participatory through remix contests or duet reels, encouraging 

user interaction and co-creation. 

Additionally, user-generated nostalgia offers a unique avenue for deepening engagement. 

Gen Z consumers often enjoy curating and sharing personal memories; marketers can 

facilitate this by providing campaign templates, interactive hashtags, or thematic challenges 

that prompt users to post their own nostalgic content, such as #90sMemories or 

#AmulStories. Fevicol’s “Stick with Memories” campaign exemplifies this, having invited 

audiences to share old family photos and stories linked to the brand. Marketers should also 

look to connect their campaigns to cross-generational rituals that cut across time such as 

Sunday Doordarshan viewing, family chai-time, or school lunchbox traditions which foster 

emotional continuity between Gen Z and their elders, positioning the brand as a bridge 

between generations. Furthermore, given shifts in digital platform preferences, brands need to 

optimize nostalgic storytelling for current channels such as Instagram Reels, YouTube 

Shorts, and Indian platforms like Moj, especially in the wake of the TikTok ban in India. 
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Challenges, Limitations, and Future Research Directions 

Despite the promise of nostalgia marketing, several challenges and limitations must be 

considered. The sudden ban of TikTok in India disrupted established momentum for 

nostalgia-themed challenges and forced marketers to recalibrate their platform strategies. 

Additionally, much of the data and insights gathered remain urban-centric, which may not 

reflect the full range of nostalgic associations or digital behaviours among rural Indian youth. 

Another concern is the risk of memory saturation; repetitive or overused nostalgic motifs may 

eventually lose their emotional impact if not rejuvenated through creative innovation. 

Therefore, future campaigns must strike a balance between familiarity and novelty to sustain 

interest. 

Future research could build on this foundation in multiple directions. Cross-cultural analyses 

comparing nostalgia marketing responses across countries such as India, East Asian nations, 

and Western contexts could provide a more globalized understanding of how cultural 

memories function in brand communication. Further granularity can be achieved by exploring 

segmented or micro-nostalgia, such as memories of the early Android era, school-day rituals 

of the 2000s, or regional childhood media. Such segmentation could help marketers craft 

highly targeted nostalgic appeals. Finally, integrating neuro-marketing techniques, including 

EEG readings or biometric feedback, could offer empirical insights into how consumers 

emotionally process nostalgic advertisements, paving the way for more scientifically 

grounded branding str 

5.3 Conclusion and Managerial Implications 

This study provides compelling empirical evidence that nostalgia marketing serves as a 

powerful strategy to foster brand loyalty among Generation Z consumers. Despite not having 

firsthand experiences of earlier decades, Gen Z demonstrates a notable emotional attachment 

to vintage aesthetics, retro advertising, and classic brand narratives a phenomenon referred to 

as "reconstructed nostalgia." Using a mixed-methods approach that combined a large-scale 

survey of 1,200 Gen Z respondents across urban India with a content analysis of 50 nostalgia-

based social media campaigns from platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, the study found 

that 72% of Gen Z consumers prefer brands that incorporate nostalgic branding elements like 

retro packaging, vintage logos, and familiar jingles. Additionally, social media engagement 

rose by up to 43% when nostalgic themes were embedded in brand content. These insights 

are synthesized into the Nostalgia-Driven Engagement Model (NDEM), which provides a 

theoretical framework to explain how cognitive memory triggers and emotional resonance 

work together to build brand attachment. 

Several practical implications emerge from these findings. Marketers are encouraged to 

design with retro aesthetics, using visual and auditory cues from the 1980s and 1990s to 

evoke emotional connections. Leveraging both local and global cultural memories is also 

effective Indian brands such as Amul, Paper Boat, and Fevicol successfully use nostalgia-

based storytelling, while global brands like Coca-Cola, Nintendo, and Levi’s revive legacy 

campaigns to re-engage audiences. Moreover, digital platforms like TikTok and Instagram 

facilitate participatory nostalgia, where users contribute their own memories, amplifying 

brand reach and interaction. Overall, the findings indicate that nostalgia not only enhances 

immediate engagement but also fosters long-term brand loyalty and advocacy among Gen Z a 

demographic often perceived as brand-disloyal and digitally distracted. By integrating 

nostalgic content into emotionally intelligent and digitally savvy storytelling, marketers can 

establish deeper, more enduring connections with this generation. 

5. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The present study acknowledges a number of limitations that affect the generalizability and 

scope of its findings. A primary concern is the geographic limitation, as the sample 
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predominantly comprised urban Gen Z consumers in India who are actively engaged on 

digital platforms. This narrow focus may not adequately reflect the digital behaviours, 

cultural references, or nostalgic triggers of rural Indian youth or international Gen Z 

populations, whose media experiences and emotional associations may vary considerably. 

Another limitation stems from the use of self-reported data collected through online surveys, 

which are inherently susceptible to desirability biasespecially when respondents are asked to 

recall emotional or sentimental experiences. Such bias can compromise the authenticity and 

accuracy of the emotional responses measured. Additionally, the study’s selection of only 50 

nostalgia-based social media campaigns, chosen based on visibility and relevance, may have 

inadvertently excluded less-viral or emerging campaigns that might have offered equally 

valuable insights into nostalgic engagement. 

The research also exhibits a platform-centric limitation, focusing primarily on TikTok and 

Instagram while overlooking other widely used platforms such as YouTube, Snapchat, and 

Facebook, all of which also host nostalgia-driven content. This selective focus limits a 

broader understanding of how nostalgia operates across the digital ecosystem. Moreover, the 

study is affected by temporal bias; nostalgia is inherently time-sensitive, and what resonates 

with Gen Z today may quickly lose relevance as cultural and media landscapes evolve. Given 

these limitations, several directions for future research are suggested. Cross-cultural studies 

comparing the nostalgic preferences of Gen Z consumers in diverse national contextssuch as 

India and the United Statescould yield richer insights. Methodologically, future studies could 

integrate neuroscientific and biometric tools like eye-tracking or functional MRI to better 

understand how nostalgic stimuli are processed emotionally and cognitively. Ethical 

dimensions of nostalgia marketing also deserve deeper inquiry, particularly concerning the 

fine line between emotional resonance and manipulation. Furthermore, the growing role of 

artificial intelligence in generating customized nostalgic content presents a new frontier for 

investigation, raising questions about personalization, authenticity, and the evolving nature of 

emotional branding in the digital age. 
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