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Abstract 

The 2016 election of President Donald Trump left over half of the United States’ electorate 

reeling. This contributed to nostalgia for the days of Barack Obama (and his administration), 

even among some conservatives and Republicans. We hypothesized that individual differences in 

nostalgia for Barack Obama would predict outcomes in the political arena. Consistent with the 

hypothesis, in three studies (N = 904), Obama nostalgia predicted negative attitudes toward the 

Trump presidency, stronger political engagement intentions and voting intentions, and actual 

political engagement, above and beyond competing predictors (i.e., political ideology, prior 

support for Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election, voting behavior in 2016). The 

findings reinforce the role of nostalgia for a politician or political administration as an influential 

predictor of political outcomes. We discuss implications and future research directions. 

Keywords: Nostalgia, motivation, political attitudes, political behavior, voting  
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Bring Back My Barry to Me: Nostalgia for Barack Obama and Political Motivation 

On November 8th 2016, over half of the United States’ electorate was shocked by the 

election of the nation’s 45th president, Donald Trump. After the first few months of 2017, 

following a series of controversial decisions by the Trump administration (e.g., travel bans from 

Muslim countries), the shock, in some cases, turned to nostalgia for the days of Barack Obama’s 

administration. Pictures, podcasts, and sentimental messages about the former president became 

a staple of social media (Memoli, 2017), coming mostly from liberals, but also some 

conservatives (Boot, 2018; Brooks, 2016).  

Nostalgia, “a sentimental longing or wistful affection for the past” (The New Oxford 

Dictionary of English, 1998, p. 1266), has become a growing focus of research in personality and 

social psychology (Baldwin et al., 2015; Sedikides et al., 2015b). An important, and perhaps 

counterintuitive, finding emerging from this literature is that nostalgia, in response to 

discontinuities or discomforting states, is associated with, or fosters, approach motivation 

(Abeyta et al., 2015; Sedikides & Wildschut, 2016) and behavior (Kersten et al., 2016; Wohl et 

al., 2018). As such, we tested the idea that individual differences in nostalgia for Barack Obama 

(Obama nostalgia, for short), a result of perceived political discontinuities, is associated with 

approach motivation in the political domain. 

The Motivational Potential of Nostalgia 

Whereas nostalgia was once considered a brain or psychiatric disorder (Batcho, 2013; 

Sedikides et al., 2004), recent work has indicated that it is a bittersweet, albeit predominantly 

positive, emotion (Hepper et al., 2012, 2014; Leunissen et al., 2021) that confers numerous 

psychological benefits or functions (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2019; Sedikides et al., 2015b, 

2016). The emotion is often triggered by discontinuities or discomfort in one’s life, which it 

subsequently counteracts to re-establish psychological equanimity (Sedikides & Wildshut, 2018; 

Sedikides et al., 2015a; Wildschut & Sedikides, 2020). Crucially, although it pertains to one’s 

past, nostalgia also shapes one’s future (Sedikides et al., 2018b). It does so through its 

association with, or kindling of, approach motivation (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2016, 2020).  
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This regulatory model was documented first by Stephan et al. (2014). They found that 

aversive experiences, and the ensuing avoidance motivation, are related to or trigger nostalgia; 

nostalgia, in turn, is related to, or nurtures, approach motivation and, by so doing, downregulates 

avoidance motivation. We will describe these findings in more detail. In Study 1, Stephan et al. 

demonstrated that individual differences in avoidance motivation were positively associated with 

trait nostalgia, and that trait nostalgia was positively associated with approach motivation. Then, 

these authors implemented an experimental-causal-chain approach (Spencer et al., 2005) to test 

the postulated causal links in the model. Avoidance motivation (compared to control) increased 

nostalgia (Study 2), and nostalgia (compared to control) increased approach motivation (Study 

3). Subsequent to this set of findings, other streams of research indicated that trait nostalgia is 

associated with attitudes, inspiration, optimism, and goal pursuit (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2020). 

Our objective in this article is not to re-test the regulatory model, which has been 

extensively validated (Sedikides et al., 2015b; Wildschut & Sedikides, 2020). Rather, we use this 

model as a platform to examine the motivational potency of nostalgia, from an individual 

differences standpoint. We propose that individual differences in politically-relevant nostalgia 

relate to approach motivation in the political domain, and, in particular, political attitudes, 

political engagement, and voting. 

Nostalgia, Political Attitudes, Political Engagement, and Voting 

Nostalgia is related to attitudes. For example, individual differences in nostalgia 

proneness are linked to more egalitarian (i.e., less prejudicial) attitudes (Cheung et al., 2017; 

Turner et al., 2018) or more favorable attitudes toward products (Holbrook & Schindler, 2011; 

Muehling et al., 2004). Moreover, nostalgia is positively associated with intentions to pursue 

one’s goals (Sedikides et al., 2018a) or to purchase a preferred product (Zhou et al., 2019), and 

with actual behavior such as exercise (Kersten et al., 2016) or food consumption (Zhou et al., 

2019). These findings may generalize to the political domain. Nostalgia may be related to 

political attitudes, and be associated with voting intentions and political engagement. 
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The regulatory model (Sedikides et al., 2015b; Stephan et al., 2014) provides a rationale 

for this possibility. Discontinuities in many citizens’ lives—such as uncertainty due to change in 

political leadership (Gillath & Hart, 2009), concern due to reversals of established policies 

(Nosek et al., 2009), or fear due to unpredictability of future political decisions (Bostdorff, 

2017)—might have precipitated seeking refuge in Obama nostalgia. In turn, Obama nostalgia 

would be linked with approach motivation that should help counteract discomforting states, 

narrowing the perceived discontinuity gap (i.e., symbolically reconnecting citizens with the 

Obama era). Specifically, we hypothesized that individual differences in Obama nostalgia would 

conduce to more negative attitudes toward the Trump presidency, stronger political engagement 

and voting intentions, as well as actual political engagement and voting. 

Nostalgia is not the only predictor of political attitudes, voting intentions, and political 

engagement. For example, established predictors of political attitudes are (a) political ideology 

(Jost, 2006), (b) party affiliation (Jost, 2006), and (c) prior attitudes about the relevant political 

object (Krosnick et al., 2010)—in our case, liberalism, identification as a Democrat, and prior 

support for Donald Trump, respectively. We controlled for all three variables, exploring whether 

nostalgia would uniquely predict political attitudes (i.e., negative attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency). Additionally, an established predictor of behavioral intentions and behavior is prior 

behavior (Albarracin & Wyer, 2000)—in our case, voting behavior in 2016. Again, we 

controlled for it, exploring whether nostalgia would uniquely predict political engagement and 

voting intentions, as well as actual political engagement and voting. 

Overview 

 We hypothesized that Obama nostalgia would predict political attitudes (i.e., those 

toward the Trump presidency), political and voting intentions, as well as actual political 

engagement and voting. We tested this hypothesis in three cross-sectional studies. We measured 

the relevant constructs shortly after Donald Trump took office in Study 1 (student sample) and 

Study 2 (adult sample). We measured again the relevant constructs shortly after the 2018 mid-

term election in Study 3 (student and adult sample). In each study, we also assessed political 
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ideology, prior support for Donald Trump, and voting behavior in 2016, and used these variables 

exploratorily as controls. We made the stimulus materials and data available at: 

https://osf.io/4uvcx/?view_only=352c8823ff4741c1ac07b37d04c8ade6 

Study 1 

 In Study 1, we created a measure of Obama nostalgia based on an established scale of 

individual differences in nostalgia proneness which we included, along with assessments of the 

other primary constructs (political attitudes, political engagement intentions, voting intentions) 

and assessments of control variables (political ideology, party identification, prior attitudes 

toward Donald Trump, voting behavior in 2016), as part of a screening session for a psychology 

department’s participant pool in the Spring of 2017. We hypothesized that Obama nostalgia 

would be negatively related to political attitudes (i.e., attitudes toward the Trump presidency), 

and would be positively related to political engagement intentions and voting intentions. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 The psychology department of a large Southwestern university in the United States 

recruited 898 (608 women, 267 men) undergraduate students for a prescreening session, 

dropping those who failed to complete the session. We tested the retained 503 participants (347 

women, 156 men; age in years: Range = 18-55, M = 20.56, SD = 4.20). Prescreening consisted of 

188 questions pooled from departmental laboratories, and data collection occurred in Spring of 

2017—shortly after Donald Trump’s election to the office. We only analyzed the measures that 

were included in the prescreening specifically for our study. 

Materials 

 Measures of Primary Constructs. 

Obama Nostalgia. To measure nostalgia for Barack Obama, we adapted the 7-item 

Southampton Nostalgia Scale (SNS; Sedikides et al., 2015b; Wildschut & Sedikides, in press). In 

the SNS, participants first read that “nostalgia is defined as a sentimental longing for the past,” a 

definition derived from The New Oxford Dictionary of English (1998, p. 1266). In our case 
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(Appendix), participants read the same standard definition, but also learned about the focus of 

this study being on nostalgia for Barack Obama, both the former president and his 

administration. Participants then indicated the personal importance and frequency of their Obama 

nostalgia (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). 

Attitudes Toward the Trump Presidency. Participants rated how they felt (1 = extremely 

unhappy, 7 = extremely happy) about (a) the outcome of the 2016 election and (b) the first few 

months of Trump’s presidency. We averaged across the two questions to form an internally 

reliable measure of attitudes toward the Trump presidency. 

 Political Engagement Intentions. Participants indicated how likely (1 = extremely 

unlikely, 7 = extremely likely) they were to (a) take part in political movements (e.g., marches or 

protests), (b) donate to political organizations (e.g., campaigns), (c) donate to political watchdog 

groups (e.g., American Civil Liberties Union), and (d) volunteer for political causes (e.g., 

canvassing, making phone calls, raising funds). Political engagement is relatively independent of 

voting intentions; most citizens who vote do not necessarily become involved with political 

movements (Putnam, 2000). We averaged across these four items to create an internally reliable 

measure of political motivation. 

Voting Intentions. Participants indicated how likely (1 = extremely unlikely, 7 = 

extremely likely) they were to vote in (a) the 2018 mid-term elections and (b) the 2020 

presidential election. We averaged across these two items to create an internally reliable measure 

of voting intentions. 

 Measures of Control Variables. 

Political Ideology. We measured political ideology using one question (Bonanno & Jost, 

2006; Knight, 1999): “Where would you place yourself on this scale?” (1 = extremely liberal, 7 

= extremely conservative). 

Party Identification. Participants indicated their party identification based on the United 

States’ two party political system (“Democrat,” “Republican,” or “Third Party”). We created two 

dummy-coded variables based on their responses. For the first variable, we gave participants 
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who identified themselves as “Democrat” a “1,” and those who identified as the other two 

categories a “0.” This was the “Democrat” variable. For the second variable, we gave those who 

identified themselves as “Republican” a “1,” and those who identified as the other two categories 

a “0.” This was the “Republican” variable. “Third Party” was the reference category. 

Prior Support for Donald Trump. Participants indicated whether they supported (0 = no, 

1 = yes) Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election, regardless of whether they voted or not. 

Voter turn-out is low in the United States 

(https://www.fairvote.org/voter_turnout#voter_turnout_101). Many citizens do not vote due to 

perceived personal costs outweighing the potential gains (i.e., the voter paradox; Ferejohn & 

Fiorina, 1974), but they still have candidate preferences (Harder & Krosnick, 2008).  

Voting Behavior in 2016. Participants indicated whether they had voted (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

in the 2016 presidential election.  

Results and Discussion 

We present descriptive statistics for all measures and inter-correlations in Table 1. 

Attitudes Toward the Trump Presidency 

To test the hypothesis that Obama nostalgia would predict negative attitudes toward the 

Trump presidency, we first ran a simple regression with Obama nostalgia as the predictor. 

Obama nostalgia was a significant and negative predictor of attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency, β = -.48, t(501) = -12.29, p < .001, 95% CI [-.558,-.404]. We also examined whether 

Obama nostalgia would predict such attitudes beyond political ideology, party identification, and 

prior support for Donald Trump. As such, we entered Obama nostalgia, political ideology, 

Democrat, Republican, and prior support for Trump as simultaneous predictors of attitudes 

toward the Trump presidency in a multiple regression. Conservative political ideology was a 

significant and positive predictor of attitudes toward the Trump presidency, β = .11, t(497) = 

3.41, p < .001, 95% CI [.047,.174], as was prior support for Trump, β = .53, t(497) = 15.48, p 

< .001, 95% CI [.461,.595]. Identifying as a Democrat was a trending and negative predictor of 

attitudes toward the Trump presidency, β = -.17, t(497) = -1.92, p = .056, whereas identifying as 
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a Republican did not predict attitudes toward the Trump presidency, β = .14, t(497) = 1.19, p 

= .233. However, Obama nostalgia remained a significant and negative predictor of attitudes 

toward the Trump presidency, β = -.24, t(497) = -7.38, p < .001, 95% CI [-.303,-.175]. 

 

Table 1 
 
Means, Standard Deviations, Cronbach’s Alphas, and Inter-Correlations in Study 1. 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Obama Nostalgia 3.82 1.54 .93             

2. Attitudes toward the Trump 
 Presidency 1.98 1.40 -.48** .90       

3. Political Engagement  
 Intentions 3.25 1.44 .42** -.07 .85      

4. Voting Intentions 5.53 1.68 .31** -.05 .48** .80     

5. Political Ideology 3.43 1.31 -.28** .35** -.14** -.06 -    

6. Democrat 0.69 0.46 .29** -.40** .14** .15** -.29** -   

7. Republican 0.17 0.38 -.33** .47** -.18** -.10* .38** -.68** -  

6. Prior Support for Donald 
 Trump 0.11 0.32 -.32** .68** -.06 .02 .25** -.35** .47** - 

7. Voting Behavior in 2016 0.43 0.50 .09 .05 .16** .36** -.00 .01 .00 .07 

Note. We used M and SD to represent Mean and Standard Deviation, respectively. Cronbach’s alphas are on the 
diagonal. *p < .05, **p < .01. Higher political ideology scores represent more conservatism. 

Political Engagement Intentions 

To test the hypothesis that Obama nostalgia would predict political engagement 

intentions, we conducted a simple regression with Obama nostalgia as the predictor. Obama 

nostalgia was a significant and positive predictor of political engagement intentions, β = .42, 

t(501) = 10.30, p < .001, 95% CI [.338,.498]. Further, we examined whether Obama nostalgia 

would predict political engagement intentions beyond voting behavior in 2016. We therefore 
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entered Obama nostalgia and voting behavior in 2016 as simultaneous predictors of political 

engagement intentions in a multiple regression. Voting behavior in 2016 was a significant and 

positive predictor of political engagement intentions, β = .12, t(500) = 3.09, p = .002, 95% CI 

[.045,.204]. Yet, Obama nostalgia remained a significant and positive predictor of political 

engagement intentions, β = .41, t(500) = 10.08, p < .001, 95% CI [.328,.487].  

Voting Intentions 

To test the hypothesis that Obama nostalgia would predict voting intentions, we carried 

out a simple regression with Obama nostalgia as the predictor. Obama nostalgia was a significant 

and positive predictor of voting intentions, β = .31, t(501) = 7.30, p < .001, 95% CI [.226,.393]. 

Next, we examined whether Obama nostalgia would predict voting intentions independent of 

voting behavior in 2016. We thus entered Obama nostalgia and voting behavior in 2016 as 

simultaneous predictors of voting intentions in a multiple regression. Voting behavior in 2016 

was a significant and positive predictor of voting intentions, β = .33, t(500) = 8.26, p < .001, 95% 

CI [.252,.409]. Obama nostalgia, though, remained a significant and positive predictor of voting 

intentions, β = .28, t(500) = 7.02, p < .001, 95% CI [.203,.360]. 

Summary 

As hypothesized, Obama nostalgia predicted negative attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency, stronger political engagement intentions, and stronger voting intentions. In addition, 

Obama nostalgia emerged a unique predictor of these political outcomes. Specifically, Obama 

nostalgia predicted (a) negative attitudes toward the Trump presidency independent of political 

ideology, party identification, and prior support for Donald Trump; (b) political engagement 

intentions independent of voting behavior in 2016; and (c) voting intentions independent of 

voting behavior in 2016.  

Study 2 

 In Study 1, we obtained support for the potency of Obama nostalgia to predict political 

outcomes. However, our sample was limited to undergraduate students. We sought to test the 

replicability of these findings in a sample with a wider range of age, political exposure, and 
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political ideology. Therefore, we recruited participants via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), 

an online platform that typically yields samples more diverse than student participant pools 

(Buhrmeister et al., 2011). 

Method 

  Participants were 201 (129 men, 72 women; age in years: Range = 18-75, M = 35.55, SD 

= 11.68) MTurkers from the United States, who had a 90% approval rating. We based our 

sampling plan on suggestions that correlations stabilize around 200-250 participants (Schönbrodt 

& Perugini, 2013). Participants completed the same measures as in Study 1 during the Spring of 

2018.  

Results and Discussion 

 We present descriptive statistics and intercorrelations in Table 2. Our data analytic 

strategy was identical to that of Study 2. 

Attitudes Toward the Trump Presidency 

Obama nostalgia was a significant and negative predictor of attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency, β = -.47, t(199) = -7.59, p < .001, 95% CI [-.597,-.351]. In the subsequent multiple 

regression analysis, conservative political ideology was a significant and positive predictor of 

attitudes toward the Trump presidency, β = .18, t(195) = 3.19, p = .002, 95% CI [.067,.287], as 

was prior support for Donald Trump, β = .51, t(195) = 9.99, p < .001, 95% CI [.409,.610]. 

Identifying as a Democrat was a significant and negative predictor of attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency, β = -.28, t(195) = -2.39, p = .018, 95% CI [-.514,-.049], while identifying as a 

Republican was not a significant predictor of it, β = .14, t(195) = 1.11, p = .268. However, 

Obama nostalgia remained a significant and negative predictor of attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency, β = -.15, t(195) = -3.43, p = .001, 95% CI [-.232,-.063]. 

Political Engagement Intentions 

Obama nostalgia was a significant and positive predictor of political engagement 

intentions, β = .45, t(199) = 7.06, p < .001, 95% CI [.323,.573]. In the multiple regression 

analysis, voting behavior in 2016 was not a significant predictor of political engagement 
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intentions, β = -.04, t(198) = 0.55, p = .584, whereas Obama nostalgia was a significant and 

positive predictor of it, β = .45, t(198) = 7.06, p < .001, 95% CI [.326,.579]. 

 

Table 2 
 
Means, Standard Deviations, Cronbach’s Alphas, and Inter-Correlations in Study 2. 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Obama Nostalgia 3.58 1.50 .87             

2. Attitudes toward the Trump 
 Presidency 3.19 2.16 -.47** .94       

3. Political Engagement 
 Intentions 3.25 1.44 .45** -.30** .81      

4. Voting Intentions 5.62 1.70 .17* -.12 .18** .79     

5. Political Ideology 3.12 1.43 -.34** .66** -.27** -.06 -    

6. Democrat 0.52 0.50 .42** -.64** .36** .15* -.64** -   

7. Republican 0.52 0.50 -.29** .61** -.16* .05 .65** -.70** -  

6. Prior Support for Donald  
 Trump 0.35 0.48 -.37** .78** -.27** .03 .59** -.56** .57  

7. Voting Behavior in 2016 0.75 0.44 .14* -.02 .03 .45** -.05 .07 .13 .09 

Note. We used M and SD to represent Mean and Standard Deviation, respectively. Cronbach’s alphas are on the 
diagonal. *p < .05, **p < .01. Higher political ideology scores represent more conservatism. 

 

Voting Intentions 

Obama nostalgia was a significant and positive predictor of voting intentions, β = .17, 

t(199) = 7.06, p = .019, 95% CI [.028,.304]. In the multiple regression analysis, voting behavior 

in 2016 was a significant and positive predictor of voting intentions, β = .43, t(198) = 6.81, p 

< .001, 95% CI [.308,.560]. However, Obama nostalgia was no longer so, β = .10, t(198) = 1.62, 

p = .107. 
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Summary 

Study 2 generally replicated the Study 1 results in a more diverse sample. Consistent with 

the hypothesis, Obama nostalgia predicted negative attitudes toward the Trump presidency, 

political engagement intentions, and voting intentions. Moreover, Obama nostalgia uniquely 

predicted negative attitudes toward the Trump presidency and political engagement intentions. 

Study 3 

 In Study 3, we sought to move beyond the prior two studies by examining whether 

Obama nostalgia predicted actual political engagement and voting. As such, we carried out a 

survey immediately after the 2018 mid-term elections asking participants to report, not only their 

attitudes toward the Trump presidency, but also whether they had had become political engaged 

since 2016 and whether they had voted in the 2018 mid-term elections. We also assessed, as 

before, the four control variables: political ideology, party identification, prior support for 

Donald Trump, and voting behavior in 2016. 

Method 

 Participants were 200 (113 women, 87 men; age in years: Range = 18-72; M = 28.17, SD 

= 11.21) undergraduate students from a large Southwestern university or Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk workers (100 each). We had the same sampling plan as Study 2. We measured attitudes 

toward the Trump presidency as before. We measured actual political engagement by changing 

the wording of the political engagement intentions items, so that participants indicated whether 

they had indeed engaged in political activities since the 2016 election. Further, we measured 

actual voting by asking participants whether they had voted in the 2018 mid-term elections. 

Results and Discussion 

 We provide descriptive statistics and intercorrelations in Table 3. Our data analytic 

strategy was the same as in Studies 1-2. 

Attitudes Toward the Trump Presidency 

Obama nostalgia was a significant and negative predictor of attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency, β = -.46, t(198) = -7.24, p < .001, 95% CI [-.582,-.333]. In the subsequent multiple 



OBAMA NOSTALGIA   13 
 

regression analysis, conservative political ideology was a significant and positive predictor of 

attitudes toward Donald Trump, β = .29, t(194) = 5.31, p < .001, 95% CI [.179,.391], as was 

prior support for Donald Trump, β = .30, t(194) = 5.73, p < .001, 95% CI [.199,.408]. Identifying 

as a Democrat was a significant and negative predictor of attitudes toward the Trump presidency, 

β = -.22, t(194) = -3.09, p = .002, 95% CI [-.360,-.079], whereas identifying as a Republican was 

not a significant predictor of it, β = .11, t(194) = 1.47, p = .143. Obama nostalgia, though, 

remained a significant and negative predictor of attitudes toward the Trump presidency, β = -.14, 

t(194) = -2.67, p = .008, 95% CI [-.235,-.035]. 

 

Table 3 
 
Means, Standard Deviations, Cronbach’s Alphas, and Inter-Correlations in Study 3. 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Obama Nostalgia 3.81 1.77 .96             

2. Attitudes toward the Trump 
 Presidency 2.56 1.81 -.46** .87       

3. Political Engagement 1.94 1.38 .24** .18* .88      

4. Voting Behavior 0.67 0.47 .05 -.09 .11 -     

5. Political Ideology 2.96 1.20 -.32** .61** .02 -.19** -    

6. Democrat 0.66 0.48 .44** -.61** -.03 .16* -.46** -   

7. Republican 0.23 0.42 -.33** .61** .14 -.12 .51** -.75** -  

8. Prior Support for Donald 
 Trump 0.20 0.40 -.33** .61** .12 .07 .42** -.39** .49**  - 

9. Voting Behavior in 2016 0.75 0.44 .02 .12 .25** .49** -.03 .17* -.05 .03 

Note. We used M and SD to represent Mean and Standard Deviation, respectively. Cronbach’s alphas are on the diagonal. 
*p < .05, **p < .01. Higher political ideology scores represent more conservatism. 
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Political Engagement  

Obama nostalgia was a significant and positive predictor of political engagement, β = .24, 

t(198) = 3.55, p < .001, 95% CI [.109,.380]. The multiple regression revealed that voting 

behavior in 2016 was a significant and positive predictor of political engagement, β = .24, t(197) 

= 3.61, p < .001, 95% CI [.109,.373]. Yet, Obama nostalgia remained a significant and positive 

predictor of political engagement, β = .24, t(197) = 3.59, p < .001, 95% CI [.108,.372]. 

Voting Behavior in the 2018 Mid-Term Elections 

Obama nostalgia did not predict voting behavior in the 2018 mid-term elections, β = .05, 

t(198) = 0.66, p = .511. Although voting behavior in 2016 was a significant and positive 

predictor of voting behavior in the 2018 mid-term elections, β = .49, t(197) = 7.87, p < .001, 95% 

CI [.366,.610], Obama nostalgia was not, β = .04, t(197) = 0.60, p = .548. 

Summary  

Study 3 partially replicated and extended the findings of the previous two studies. In 

accord with the hypothesis, Obama nostalgia predicted negative attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency (and uniquely so) as well as political engagement (and uniquely so). However, 

Obama nostalgia did not predict voting behavior in the 2018 mid-term elections.  

General Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

We hypothesized that, in response to discontinuities in the political domain, nostalgia for 

Barack Obama would predict several indices of approach motivation in that domain. Consistent 

with the hypothesis, it did. Obama nostalgia predicted negative attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency (Studies 1-3), stronger political engagement intentions (Studies 1-2), stronger voting 

intentions (Studies 1-2), and actual political engagement (Study 3). Inconsistent with the 

hypothesis, Obama nostalgia did not predict voting behavior in the 2018 mid-term elections. A 

reason for this inconsistency—aside from the less than perfect relation among attitudes, 

intentions, and behaviors (Webb & Sheeran, 2006)—may be that the mid-terms elections 
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determine state representation in the two chambers of Congress, and Obama nostalgia may be 

more relevant to presidential than congressional elections. 

We also explored whether Obama nostalgia could uniquely predict the aforementioned 

political outcomes. Obama nostalgia predicted (a) negative attitudes toward the Trump 

presidency above and beyond political ideology, party identification, and prior support for 

Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election (Studies 1-3), (b) political engagement intentions 

(Studies 1-2) above and beyond voting behavior in 2016, (c) voting intentions above and beyond 

voting behavior in 2016 (Study 1), and (d) actual political engagement above and beyond voting 

behavior in 2016 (Study 3). Nostalgia emerged as a potent predictor of political outcomes. 

Implications 

Undoubtedly, there are other predictors of political engagement beyond ideology, 

political affiliation, and prior behavior. Our interest, however, was not in a detailed analysis of 

such predictors. Rather, we focused on whether individual differences in politically-motivated 

nostalgia predict politically relevant attitudes and intentions. Prior work has shown that 

individual differences in nostalgia proneness are associated with a variety of domain-specific 

attitudes and behaviors (Sedikides et al., 2015b), including approach motivation (Stephan et al., 

2014). Here, we demonstrated that such associations are replicable in the political domain. A 

burgeoning literature has indicated that concrete emotions (i.e., fear, anger, anxiety) are linked 

with attitudes toward policy, evaluations of politicians, and political participation (Erişen, 2013; 

Valentino et al., 2009, 2011). Our work complements this literature by showcasing the influential 

role of another concrete emotion, nostalgia.  

Nostalgia for a particular politician or administration may play a key role in other 

political settings. Political campaigns constitute a prominent such setting (Brader, 2006). In the 

case of Obama nostalgia, political ads or speeches that invoke Obama in a nostalgic manner may 

be efficacious for swing voters (Friese et al., 2012). Relatedly, certain presidential candidates 

may inspire more Obama nostalgia than others, and, if so, Obama nostalgia would facilitate or 

impede their political agendas. In 2020, the Democratic primary came down to Joe Biden 
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(Barack Obama’s vice president) and Bernie Sanders (a politician critical of Barack Obama). Joe 

Biden’s campaign connecting their candidate to Barack Obama might have improved his polling, 

whereas Bernie Sander’s campaign criticizing Barack Obama might have backfired, especially 

for voters high in Obama nostalgia.   

Our findings also have applied relevance. Scholars have lamented the poor state of civic 

participation in the United States (e.g., Putnam, 2000). To address this issue, one would need to 

examine, among other factors, emotional antecedents of civic engagement. Here, a researcher 

might leverage nostalgia-focused interventions to nudge political engagement (Brader & Marcus, 

2013; Groenendyk, 2011).  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Given our correlational designs, we are unable to draw causal conclusions. Future work 

would do well to manipulate experimentally Obama nostalgia and test its causal consequences. 

Further, our findings are temporally limited: Nostalgia for Barack Obama is likely to dissipate as 

election cycles move on. Yet, the post-2016 political environment provided a prime opportunity 

to test the relevance of nostalgia for politicians or administrations. Such relevance may be long-

lasting. For example, nostalgia for Winston Churchill during the Second World War may have 

contributed to his second term six years later, and nostalgia for Ronald Reagan, nurtured in 

Republican campaigns (Fahey, 2015), may be associated with support for conservative 

candidates.  

Follow-up work would need to test the generalizability of our findings to other political 

outcomes (e.g., interest in politics, donations). It would also need to test the boundaries of our 

findings. For example, in which situations is nostalgia for a political administrations most 

relevant? It is likely that such nostalgia is stronger when political discontinuities are abrupt (as 

they have been since 2016; Jones, 2020) rather than smooth (cf. Sedikides et al., 2015a). 

Furthermore, trait-level nostalgia is associated with increased empathy (Juhl et al., 2020) and 

reduced prejudice (Cheung et al., 2017). This suggests that individuals who are high in general 

nostalgia (rather than nostalgia for a particular politician) could be more understanding and 
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accepting of an incoming leader and their followers, even when disagreeing with their politics. 

This is another fruitful direction for future research. 

Conclusion 

  We set out to examine whether Obama nostalgia is linked to political outcomes. We 

found that this was the case. Obama nostalgia emerged as an independent predictor of political 

attitudes, political engagement intentions, voting intentions, and political engagement. Our 

findings extend the literature on individual differences in nostalgia proneness, and reinforce the 

motivational potency of nostalgia in the political domain. 



OBAMA NOSTALGIA   18 
 

References 

Abeyta, A. A., Routledge, C., & Juhl, J. (2015). Looking back to move forward: Nostalgia as a 

psychological resource for promoting relationship goals and overcoming relationship challenges. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 109(6), 1029-1044. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000036 

Albarracin, D., & Wyer Jr., R. S. (2000). The cognitive impact of past behavior: influences on beliefs, 

attitudes, and future behavioral decisions. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79(1), 

5-22. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.79.1.5 

Baldwin, M., Biernat, M., & Landau, M. J. (2015). Remembering the real me: Nostalgia offers a 

window to the intrinsic self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 108(1), 128-147. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038033 

Batcho, K. I. (2013). Nostalgia: The bittersweet history of a psychological concept. History of 

Psychology, 16(3), 165-176. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0032427 

Bonanno, G. A., & Jost, J. T. (2006). Conservative shift among high-exposure survivors of the 

September 11th terrorist attacks. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 28(4), 311-323. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/s15324834basp2804_4 

Boot, M. (2018, July 20). This conservative would take Obama back in a nanosecond. The Washington 

Post. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-

opinions/wp/2018/07/20/how-i-miss-obama/ 

Bostdorff, D. M. (2017). Obama, Trump, and reflections on the rhetoric of political change. Rhetoric 

and Public Affairs, 20(4), 695-706. 10.14321/rhetpublaffa.20.4.0695 

Brooks, M. (2016, February 09). I miss Barack Obama. The New York Times. Retrieved from 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/09/opinion/i-miss-barack-obama.html 

Brader, T. (2006). Campaigning for hearts and minds: How emotional appeals in political ads work. 

University of Chicago Press. 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/pspi0000036
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0038033
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0032427
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15324834basp2804_4
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/07/20/how-i-miss-obama/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/07/20/how-i-miss-obama/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/09/opinion/i-miss-barack-obama.html


OBAMA NOSTALGIA   19 
 

Brader, T., & Marcus, G. E. (2013). Emotion and political psychology. In D. Sears, L. Huddy, & J. Levy 

(Eds.), Oxford handbook of political psychology (pp. 165-204). Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199760107.013.0006 

Buhrmester, M., Kwang, T., & Gosling, S. D. (2011). Amazon’s Mechanical Turk: A new source of 

inexpensive, yet high quality, data? Perspectives on Psychological Science, 6(1), 3-5. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610393980 

Cheung, W. Y., Sedikides, C., & Wildschut, T. (2017). Nostalgia proneness and reduced prejudice. 

Personality and Individual Differences, 109, 89-97. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.12.045 

Erişen, C. (2013). Emotions as a determinant in Turkish political behavior. Turkish Studies, 14, 115-135. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2013.766987 

Fahey, M. (2015, October). When did republicans become obsessed with Reagan? CNBC. Retrieved 

from https://www.cnbc.com/2015/10/05/when-did-republicans-become-obsessed-with-

reagan.html.  

Ferejohn, J. A., & Fiorina, M. P. (1974). The paradox of not voting: A decision theoretic 

analysis. American Political Science Review, 68(2), 525-536. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055400117368 

Friese, M., Smith, C. T., Plischke, T., Bluemke, M., & Nosek, B. A. (2012) Do implicit attitudes predict 

actual voting behavior particularly for undecided voters? PLoS ONE 7(8): e44130. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0044130 

Gillath, O., & Hart, J. (2010). The effects of psychological security and insecurity on political attitudes 

and leadership preferences. European Journal of Social Psychology, 40(1), 122-134. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.614 

Groenendyk, E. (2011). Current emotion research in political science: How emotions help democracy 

overcome its collective action problem. Emotion Review, 3(4), 455-463. 

https://doi.Sorg/10.1017/S0022381610000939 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199760107.013.0006
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1745691610393980
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.12.045
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Eri%C5%9Fen%2C+Cengiz
https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2013.766987


OBAMA NOSTALGIA   20 
 

Harder, J., & Krosnick, J. A. (2008). Why do people vote? A psychological analysis of the causes of 

voter turnout. Journal of Social Issues, 64(3), 525-549. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-

4560.2008.00576.x 

Hepper, E. G., Ritchie, T. D., Sedikides, C., & Wildschut, T. (2012). Odyssey’s end: Lay conceptions of 

nostalgia reflect its original Homeric meaning. Emotion, 12(1), 102-119. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025167 

Hepper, E. G., Wildschut, T., Sedikides, C., Ritchie, T. D., Yung, Y.-F., Hansen, N., Abakoumkin, G., 

Arikan, G., Cisek, S. Z., Demassosso, D. B., Gebauer, J. E., Gerber, J. P., González, R., Kusumi, 

T., Misra, G., Rusu, M., Ryan, O., Stephan, E., Vingerhoets, A. J. J. M., & Zhou, X. (2014). 

Pancultural nostalgia: Prototypical conceptions across cultures. Emotion, 14(4), 733-747. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036790 

Holbrook, M. B., & Schindler, R. (2011). Nostalgic bonding: Exploring the role of nostalgia in the 

consumption experience. Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 3(2), 107-127. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/cb.127 

Jones, J. M. (2020). Trump third year sets new standard for party polarization. Gallup. Retrieved from 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/283910/trump-third-year-sets-new-standard-party-polarization.aspx 

Juhl, J., Wildschut, T., Sedikides, C., Diebel, T., Cheung, W. Y., & Vingerhoets, A. J. J. M. (2020). 

Nostalgia proneness and empathy: Generality, underlying mechanism, and implications for 

prosocial behavior. Journal of Personality, 88(3), 485-500. https://doi.org/10.1111/jopy.12505 

Kersten, M., Cox, C. R., & Van Enkevort, E. A. (2016). An exercise in nostalgia: Nostalgia promotes 

health optimism and physical activity. Psychology & Health, 31(10), 1166-1181. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2016.1185524 

Knight, K. (1999). Liberalism and conservatism. In J. P. Robinson, P. R. Shaver, & L. S. Wrightsman 

(Eds.), Measures of political attitudes (pp. 59-158). Academic Press. 

Krosnick, J. A., Visser, P. S., & Harder, J. (2010). The psychological underpinnings of political 

behavior. In S. T. Fiske, D. T. Gilbert, & G. Lindzey (Eds.), Handbook of social psychology (5th 

ed., pp. 1288–1342). Wiley. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0025167
https://doi.org/10.1002/cb.127
https://news.gallup.com/poll/283910/trump-third-year-sets-new-standard-party-polarization.aspx


OBAMA NOSTALGIA   21 
 

Leunissen, J., Wildschut, T., Sedikides, C., & Routledge, C. (2021). The hedonic character of nostalgia: 

An integrative data analysis. Emotion Review, 13(2), 139-156. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073920950455 

Memoli, M. A. (2017, June 21). In Trump era, Obama nostalgia is a booming industry. Los Angeles 

Times. Retrieved from https://www.latimes.com 

Muehling, D. D., Sprott, D. E., & Sprott, D. E. (2004). The power of reflection: An empirical 

examination of nostalgia advertising effects. Journal of Advertising, 33(3), 25-35. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2004.10639165 

Nosek, B. A., Banaji, M. R., & Jost, J. T. (2009). The politics of intergroup attitudes. In J. T. Jost, A. C. 

Kay, & H. Thorisdottir (Eds.), Social and psychological bases of ideology and system 

justification (pp. 480-506). Oxford University Press. 

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. Simon & 

Schuster. 

Schönbrodt, F. D., & Perugini, M. (2013). At what sample size do correlations stabilize? Journal of 

Research in Personality, 47, 609-612. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2013.05.009 

Sedikides, C., Cheung, W.Y., Wildschut, T., Hepper, E. G., Baldursson, E., & Pedersen, B. (2018b). 

Nostalgia motivates pursuit of important goals by increasing meaning in life. European Journal 

of Social Psychology, 48, 209-216. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2318  

Sedikides, C., & Wildschut, T. (2016). Past forward: Nostalgia as a motivational force. Trends in 

Cognitive Sciences, 20, 319-321. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2016.01.008 

Sedikides, C., & Wildschut, T. (2018). Finding meaning in nostalgia. Review of General Psychology, 

22(1), 48-61. https://doi.org/10.1037/gpr0000109  

Sedikides C., & Wildschut, T. (2019). The sociality of personal and collective nostalgia. European 

Review of Social Psychology, 30(1), 123-173. https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2019.1630098 

Sedikides, C., & Wildschut, T. (2020). The motivational potency of nostalgia: The future is called 

yesterday. Advances in Motivation Science, 7, 75-111. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.adms.2019.05.001 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2016.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.adms.2019.05.001


OBAMA NOSTALGIA   22 
 

Sedikides, C., Wildschut, T., & Baden, D. (2004). Nostalgia: Conceptual issues and existential 

functions. In J. Greenberg, S. Koole, & T. Pyszczynski (Eds.), Handbook of experimental 

existential psychology (pp. 200-214). Guilford Press. 

Sedikides, C., Wildschut, T., Cheung, W.-Y., Routledge, C., Hepper, E. G., Arndt, J., Vail, K., Zhou, X., 

Brackstone, K., & Vingerhoets, A. J. J. M. (2016). Nostalgia fosters self-continuity: Uncovering 

the mechanism (social connectedness) and the consequence (eudaimonic well-being). Emotion, 

16(4), 524-539. https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000136 

Sedikides, C., Wildschut, T., Routledge, C., & Arndt, J. (2015a). Nostalgia counteracts self-

discontinuity and restores self-continuity. European Journal of Social Psychology, 45, 52-61. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2073 

Sedikides, C., Wildschut, T., Routledge, C., Arndt, J., Hepper, E. G., & Zhou, X. (2015b). To 

nostalgize: Mixing memory with affect and desire. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 

51, 189-273. https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aesp.2014.10.001 

Sedikides, C., Wildschut, T., & Stephan, E. (2018a). Nostalgia shapes and potentiates the future. In J. P. 

Forgas & R. F. Baumeister (Eds.), The social psychology of living well (pp. 181-199). Routledge. 

Spencer, S. J., Zanna, M. P., & Fong, G. T. (2005). Establishing a causal chain: Why experiments are 

often more effective in examining psycho- logical processes than mediational analyses. Journal 

of Personality and Social Psychology, 89(6), 845-851. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-

3514.89.6.845 

Stephan, E., Wildschut, T., Sedikides, C., Zhou, X., He, W., Routledge, C., Cheung, W. Y., & 

Vingerhoets, A. J. J. M. (2014). The mnemonic mover: Nostalgia regulates avoidance and 

approach motivation. Emotion, 14(3), 545-561. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035673 

The New Oxford Dictionary of English. (1998). (J. Pearsall, Ed.). Oxford University Press. 

Turner, R. N., Wildschut, T., & Sedikides, C. (2018). Fighting ageism through nostalgia. European 

Journal of Social Psychology, 48, 196-208. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2317 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2073
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.89.6.845
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.89.6.845
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035673


OBAMA NOSTALGIA   23 
 

Valentino, N. A., Brader, T., Groenendyk, E. W., Gregorowicz, K., & Hutchings, V. L. (2011). Election 

night’s alright for fighting: The role of emotions in political participation. The Journal of 

Politics, 73(1), 156-170. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381610000939 

Valentino, N. A., Gregorowicz, K., & Groenendyk, E. W. (2009). Efficacy, emotions, and the habit of 

participation. Political Behavior, 31(3), 307-330. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-008-9076-7 

Webb, T. L., & Sheeran, P. (2006). Does changing behavioral intentions engender behavior change? A 

meta-analysis of the experimental evidence. Psychological Bulletin, 132, 249-268. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.132.2.249 

Wildschut, T., & Sedikides, C. (2020). The psychology of nostalgia: Delineating the emotion’s nature 

and functions. In M. H. Jacobson (Ed.), Nostalgia now: Cross-disciplinary perspectives on the 

past in the present. Routledge Press. 

Wildschut, R. T., & Sedikides, C. (in press). The measurement of nostalgia. In W. Ruch, A. B., Bakker, 

L. Tay, & F. Gander (Eds.), Handbook of positive psychology assessment. Hogrefe. 

Wohl, M. J. A., Kim, H. S., Salmon, M., Santesso, D., Wildschut, T., & Sedikides, C. (2018). Self-

discontinuity-induced nostalgia improves the odd of a self-reported quit attempt among people 

living with addiction. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 75, 83-94. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2017.11.011  

Zhou, X., van Tilburg, W. A., Mei, D., Wildschut, T., & Sedikides, C. (2019). Hungering for the past: 

Nostalgic food labels increase purchase intentions and actual consumption. Appetite, 140, 151-

158. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2019.05.007 
 

 

 

  

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381610000939
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2019.05.007


OBAMA NOSTALGIA   24 
 

Appendix 

Nostalgia for Barack Obama Measure 

 According to the Oxford Dictionary, ‘nostalgia’ is defined as a ‘sentimental longing for the 

past.’ We would like to know how nostalgic you are about former president Barack Obama and 

his administration (Barack Obama, for short). 

1. How valuable is it for you to think back about Barack Obama’s presidency? 

2. How important is it for you to bring to mind nostalgic experiences regarding Barack Obama? 

3. How significant is it for you to feel nostalgic about Barack Obama? 

4. Generally speaking, how often do you bring to mind nostalgic memories regarding Barack 

Obama? 

5. Specifically, how often do you bring to mind nostalgic memories of Barack Obama? 

6. When you see Barack Obama in the media now, how nostalgic does it make you feel? 

7. In general, how often do you talk about Barack Obama in a nostalgic manner to others? 
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