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Abstract 

We report three studies addressing the relevance of organizational nostalgia for the meaning 

that employees ascribe to their work (work meaning). We hypothesized, and found, that 

organizational nostalgia enhances work meaning and thereby reduces turnover intentions. In 

Study 1, an employee survey, spontaneously experienced organizational nostalgia was 

associated with higher work meaning. In Study 2, an organizational-nostalgia induction 

increased work meaning, which subsequently predicted lowered turnover intentions. In Study 

3, an organizational-nostalgia induction increased work meaning and thereby lowered 

turnover intentions, especially among employees who reported relatively high levels of 

burnout. When burnout is high, organizational nostalgia functions as a rich source of meaning 

that benefits employees’ work experience.  
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Organizational Nostalgia Lowers Turnover Intentions by Increasing Work Meaning:  

The Moderating Role of Burnout 

 Most people have a strong need for meaningful work (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006; 

Pratt & Ashford, 2003; Steger, Littman-Ovadia, Miller, Menger, & Rothmann, 2013). Work 

meaning entails perceiving one’s work as significant and meeting the psychological needs for 

personal growth and purpose (i.e., eudaimonic wellbeing). It entails a combination of 

experiencing positive meaning in one’s work (i.e., the sense that one’s work matters and is 

meaningful), seeing one’s work as a path toward making meaning (i.e., the sense that one’s 

work deepens understanding of one’s self and the world), and perceiving one’s work to 

contribute to the greater good (i.e., the sense that one can have a broader, positive impact on 

others through one’s work) (Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012).  

 Work meaning confers benefits to employees and their organization. For example, it 

fosters the sense that work is a key part of one’s identity and a vital contributor to well-being 

(Arnold, Turner, Barling, Kelloway, & McKee, 2007; Harpaz & Fu, 2002). Employees who 

derive meaning from their work report greater job satisfaction, work unit cohesion, and 

organizational commitment (Kamdron, 2005; Nord, Brief, Atieh, & Doherty, 1990; Sparks & 

Schenk, 2001; Steger et al., 2012). On the other hand, low work meaning is associated with 

high turnover (Steger et al., 2012).  

 With mounting evidence pointing to the merits of work meaning for employees and 

organizations, it becomes critical to understand its sources. In this article, we focus on one 

such source: organizational nostalgia. We propose that organizational nostalgia increases 

work meaning and, by so doing, lowers turnover intentions. We further argue that, if 

organizational nostalgia replenishes work meaning, it should be particularly beneficial to 

employees with depleted psychological resources, that is, those with high levels of burnout. 

Next, we present the rationale for these predictions. 

Organizational Nostalgia 

 According to The New Oxford Dictionary of English (1998), nostalgia is “a 

sentimental longing or wistful affection for the past” (p. 1266). Nostalgic recollections 

typically involve important personal experiences or landmark events from one’s life, such as 
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family traditions, relational celebrations, or cultural rituals (e.g., family holiday, graduation, 

wedding, birth of a child; Abeyta, Routledge, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2015; Holak & 

Havlena, 1992; Wildschut, Sedikides, Arndt, & Routledge, 2006). One often views the 

recollection through rose-tinted glasses, misses that time or person, and may even long to 

return to the past. As a result, one typically feels sentimental, most often happy but with a 

tinge of longing (Hepper, Ritchie, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2012). Laypersons conceptualize 

nostalgia as an ambivalent (but predominantly positive), social, and past-oriented emotion 

(Hepper et al., 2012). These lay conceptions of nostalgia are shared across cultures (Hepper 

et al., 2014).  

We define organizational nostalgia as a sentimental longing or wistful affection for 

past events and aspects of one’s organizational life (e.g., buildings, colleagues, leaders, 

technology; Gabriel, 1993). Organizational nostalgia is distinct from other forms of nostalgia 

currently identified, namely personal and collective nostalgia. The distinction between 

organizational and personal nostalgia is based on the separation between work and private 

domains of life (Clark, 2000; Greenhaus, Collins, & Shaw, 2003). Employees experience 

their work and private lives as distinct domains. These domains are occupied at different 

times (e.g., work week vs. weekends) and in different places (e.g., office vs. home). We 

define organizational nostalgia as the nostalgic reverie that centers specifically on past 

experiences in the work domain (e.g., remembering fondly a company picnic or the 

achievement of a professional goal; Gabriel, 1993). 

We further distinguish organizational nostalgia from collective nostalgia. According 

to Wildschut, Bruder, Robertson, Van Tilburg, and Sedikides (2014) “collective nostalgia … 

is contingent upon thinking of oneself in terms of a particular social identity or as a member 

of a particular group (i.e., self-categorization at the collective level; Iyer & Leach, 2009) and 

concerns events or objects related to it” (p. 845). These authors conceptualized collective 

nostalgia as a group-level emotion and proposed that it pertains specifically to past 

experiences shared with other in-group members (e.g., waxing nostalgic about a vacation 

with a group of friends or graduation celebrations with other students). By contrast, 

organizational nostalgia can refer to personal experiences in the work environment that were 
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not shared with other in-group members (e.g., a nurse who develops a unique emotional bond 

with a particular patient).  

In summary, organizational nostalgia differs from personal and collective nostalgia in 

that the recollection (1) refers to the work environment (rather than private life, as in personal 

nostalgia), and (2) contains the employee’s recounting of personal organizational events—a 

recounting that may not necessarily be shared with other organizational members (as would 

be the case with collective nostalgia). Note that our definition is not constrained to a specific 

type of organization. 

Organizational Nostalgia Increases Work Meaning  

Pondering the psychological functions of organizational nostalgia, Gabriel (1993) 

proposed that it “provides a groundrock of loving memories, a life that has been worth living 

and a source of meaning” (p. 137). Research on personal nostalgia lends credence to 

Gabriel’s speculation. A core psychological function of personal nostalgia is the provision of 

meaning in life (Hepper et al., 2012; Reid, Green, Wildschut, & Sedikides, 2014; Routledge, 

Wildschut, Sedikides, Juhl, & Arndt, 2012; Van Tilburg, Igou, & Sedikides, 2013). Personal 

nostalgia fosters meaning by virtue of its capacity to strengthen social connectedness 

(Routledge et al., 2011; Routledge, Sedikides, Wildschut, & Juhl, 2013). Social relationships 

(friends, family, partners) along with interpersonal elements or concepts (belonging, cuddles, 

tender moments, warmth, love) are seen as centrally defining features of nostalgia (Hepper et 

al., 2012, 2014). Social connectedness, in turn, is a key source of meaning in life (Baumeister, 

2005; Hicks, Schlegel, & King, 2010; Mikulincer, Florian, & Hirschberger, 2003; Williams, 

2001). Lambert et al. (2010), for instance, demonstrated that participants identified their 

families as the single most important source of meaning in life and ranked family above 12 

other likely sources of meaning. 

We extrapolate from this literature to the domain of organizational nostalgia. We 

argue that experiencing organizational nostalgia fosters work meaning. Qualitative interviews 

suggest that images of the organization as a family form the core of organizational nostalgia. 

Examples are nurses who bring to mind their demanding, albeit intimate and fulfilling, work 

environment before the hospital merged into a larger one (Gabriel, 1993); academics who 
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reflect on the collegial, autonomous atmosphere in higher education before the rise of 

centralization and commercialization (Brown & Humphreys, 2002; Ylijoki, 2005); and 

employees of a coffee shop who fondly remember the close-knit community of colleagues 

before their organization moved to a larger site (Milligan, 2003). The prevalence of the 

family metaphor and frequent references to social connectedness suggest that organizational 

nostalgia imbues work with meaning. This leads to our first hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Organizational nostalgia increases work meaning. 

Organizational Nostalgia Reduces Turnover Intentions via Increased Work Meaning 

Work meaning, or the lack thereof, affects organizational outcomes (Rosso et al., 

2010). Here, we focus on a particularly costly outcome, namely, turnover. Turnover is costly, 

because investments in human resources, such as training or expertise, are lost to the 

organization when employees decide to leave (Ton & Huckman, 2008; Van Dick et al., 2004). 

Moreover, turnover impacts those who stay behind, as team productivity decreases (Argote, 

Insko, Yovetich, & Romero, 1995) and job satisfaction weakens (Krackhardt & Porter, 1985). 

Indeed, overall profits fall following employee departure (Ton & Huckman, 2008). As such, 

understanding the causes of turnover and retaining employees are highly relevant to 

organizational health. In our research, we treated turnover intentions as a proxy for turnover. 

Although turnover is determined by more than merely turnover intentions (e.g., the perceived 

availability of job alternatives), turnover intentions do have a strong influence on turnover: 

The correlation between turnover intentions and turnover has been meta-analytically 

estimated at approximately .50 (Steel & Ovalle, 1984; Tett & Meyer, 1993). We are not 

aware of research that has tested the causal link between work meaning and turnover 

intentions, but theoretical statements and correlational findings point to a negative association 

between the two (Barrick, Mount, & Li, 2013; George & Jones, 1996; Steger et al., 2012). In 

line with these overtures, we expected greater work meaning to be linked with weaker 

turnover intentions. 

We have hypothesized so far that organizational nostalgia would increase work 

meaning. Based on past findings, we expect for work meaning to be associated with weaker 
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turnover intentions. Taken together, we anticipate that, by virtue of its capacity to increase 

work meaning, organizational nostalgia will lower turnover intentions. 

Hypothesis 2: Work meaning mediates the effect of organizational nostalgia on reduced 

turnover intentions. 

Organizational Nostalgia Increases Work Meaning when Burnout Is High 

We postulate that organizational nostalgia is a resource that imbues employees with 

work meaning. This suggests that organizational nostalgia acquires special significance when 

burnout is high. Burnout is a work-related condition defined as “a state of physical, emotional 

and mental exhaustion that results from long-term involvement in work situations that are 

emotionally demanding’’ (Schaufeli & Greenglass, 2001, p. 501). According to the job 

demands-resources model, burnout develops due to (1) excessive job demands, resulting in 

emotional exhaustion, and (2) depleted job resources, resulting in disengagement and 

cynicism (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). Burnout can affect employees 

from any sector (Kristensen, et al., 2005; Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001; Schaufeli, & 

Bakker, 2004), with estimates of up to 10% of the working population experiencing severe 

burnout at any given time (Schaufeli & Buunk, 2003). Furthermore, burnout is detrimental to 

work experiences such as job satisfaction, absenteeism, and intentions to stay in the 

organization (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

Prior theory and research have linked burnout with work meaning. Maslach et al. 

(2001) proposed that burnout entails a process whereby “what started out as important, 

meaningful, and challenging work becomes unpleasant, unfulfilling, and meaningless.” 

Survey studies indicate that burnout is negatively correlated with work meaning, as indexed 

by existential fulfillment (Loonstra, Brouwers, & Tomic, 2009) and perceived work 

importance (Pines & Keinan, 2005; Pines & Zaidman, 2014). Relatedly, amotivation (a 

psychological state closely related to burnout; Appleton & Hill, 2012; Lonsdale, Hodge & 

Rose, 2009) is also negatively correlated with work meaning (Allan, Autin, & Duffy, 2016). 

These correlational findings, though, do not establish causal direction. In the present research, 

we treat individual differences in burnout as an antecedent of perceived work meaning but, 
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by so doing, do not rule out a bi-directional relation (we address this issue in the General 

Discussion). 

Gabriel’s (1993) early reflections on the topic implied that organizational nostalgia 

may be most beneficial to employees who are psychologically taxed (i.e., high burnout). He 

proposed that organizational nostalgia enables employees “to endure present malaise” by 

providing “a source of meaning in relatively meaningless situations” (pp. 133-134). Previous 

research on personal nostalgia lends support to this idea. Specifically, personal nostalgia is a 

resource that mitigates self-threat (e.g., unfavorable performance feedback), social threat (e.g., 

loneliness or social exclusion), and existential threat (e.g., meaninglessness of life). 

Examining the restorative role of nostalgia in the context of self-threat, Vess, Arndt, 

Routledge, Sedikides, and Wildschut (2012, Experiment 2) demonstrated that recalling a 

nostalgic (relative to a neutral) autobiographical event reduced self-serving performance 

attributions, particularly for participants who experienced failure (compared to success). 

Turning to social threat, Van Dijke, Wildschut, Leunissen, and Sedikides (2015, Study 5) 

showed that recalling a nostalgic (relative to a neutral) event increased perceived supervisor 

support, particularly among employees who sensed low (compared to high) social 

connectedness with their supervisor. In regards to existential threat, Routledge et al. (2011) 

found that recalling a nostalgic (relative to a neutral) event increased subjective vitality, 

particularly for participants who perceived life as meaningless (compared to meaningful). 

 Building on this evidence, we hypothesized that engaging in organizational nostalgia 

will increase work meaning, especially for employees who are high (compared to low) in 

burnout. That is, if organizational nostalgia can replenish work meaning, it should be more 

beneficial to employees with depleted psychological resources (i.e., high burnout) than to 

those with plentiful resources (i.e., low burnout).  

Hypothesis 3: Organizational nostalgia increases work meaning to a greater degree among 

employees high (vs. low) in burnout. 

Organizational Nostalgia Reduces Turnover Intentions via Increased Work Meaning 

when Burnout Is High 
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We postulated that organizational nostalgia will raise work meaning among 

employees characterized by higher burnout. But what would the implications of this process 

be for turnover intentions? If organizational nostalgia confers work meaning benefits upon 

high burnout employees, these benefits may have downstream consequences in the form of 

lower turnover intentions (Barrick et al., 2013; George & Jones, 1996; Steger et al., 2012). 

That is, such employees will express weaker intentions to leave the organization. Accordingly, 

work meaning should mediate the organizational-nostalgia effect on turnover intentions, but 

this indirect or mediated effect will be moderated by burnout (Figure 1). Edwards and 

Lambert (2007) described this as a direct effect and first stage moderation model, and Hayes 

(2013) presented it as model 8.  

Hypotheses 4: Organizational nostalgia decreases turnover intentions, via increased work 

meaning, to a greater degree among employees high (vs. low) in burnout. 

Overview of Three Studies 

We tested these four hypotheses among employees in a survey and two experiments. 

In Study 1, a correlational study, we examined whether organizational nostalgia was 

positively related to work meaning (Hypotheses 1). In Study 2, we aimed to increase the 

internal validity of these initial findings by introducing an experimental technique. Here, we 

manipulated organizational nostalgia and then measured work meaning and attendant 

turnover intentions (thereby testing Hypotheses 1-2). In Study 3, our follow-up experiment, 

we examined whether organizational nostalgia influences work meaning and attendant 

turnover intentions more strongly among employees who are high (vs. low) in burnout. That 

is, organizational nostalgia should decrease turnover intentions by increasing work meaning, 

but this indirect or mediated effect will be stronger among employees who report high (vs. 

low) burnout (Hypotheses 3-4). In Study 1 and 2, we measured work meaning with the 

Positive Meaning subscale of the Work and Meaning Inventory, whereas, in Study 3 we 

included the entire Work and Meaning Inventory (Steger et al., 2012). 

Study 1: Surveying the Link between Organizational Nostalgia and Work Meaning 

In this preliminary study, we tested Hypothesis 1 by asking employees about their 

organizational nostalgia and work meaning.  
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Method 

Participants. We recruited 94 employed adults via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 

(MTurk). MTurk participants are more representative of the general public than are university 

samples, and results from MTurk studies are consistent with those from traditional data 

collection methods (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011; Mason & Suri, 2012; Paolacci & 

Chandler, 2014). All participants were U.S. residents (56 men, 38 women). The selection 

criteria stated that prospective participants be employed by an organization. Participants’ age 

ranged from 18 to 61 years (M = 31.97, SD = 10.73). 

Measures. We measured organizational nostalgia with three items, preceded by the 

instructions: “According to the Oxford Dictionary, ‘nostalgia’ is defined as a ‘sentimental 

longing for the past.’ How nostalgic did you feel about your work, and the organization you 

work in, during the past month?” The items were: “I felt quite nostalgic about my work and 

organization,” “I had nostalgic feelings about my work and organization,” and “I felt 

nostalgic about my work and organization during the past month” (α = .98, M = 2.48, SD = 

1.64). We adapted these items from established assessments of personal nostalgia (Hepper et 

al., 2012; Wildschut et al., 2006, 2010). We measured work meaning with the 4-item Positive 

Meaning subscale of the Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI; Steger et al., 2012; α = .95, 

M = 4.23, SD = 1.61). The Positive Meaning subscale is “the ‘flagship’ indicator” of work 

meaning (Steger et al., 2012, p. 333) and captures a sense that the work one is doing has 

personal significance, matters, and is meaningful. Sample items are: “I have found a 

meaningful career” and “I have a good sense of what makes my job meaningful.” Participants 

responded to all items on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) scale. We included a number of 

additional measures for exploratory purposes. 

Results and Discussion 

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, results revealed a significant positive correlation 

between organizational nostalgia and work meaning, r(92) = .43, p < .001. This finding sets 

the stage for examining the causal effect of organizational nostalgia on work meaning and 

attendant turnover intentions. 
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Study 2: Testing the Effect of Organizational Nostalgia on Work Meaning and 

Turnover Intentions 

In Study 2, we experimentally induced organizational nostalgia (vs. control) and 

assessed its impact on work meaning and turnover intentions. Our key objective was to test 

whether organizational nostalgia increased work meaning (Hypothesis 1) and thereby reduced 

turnover intentions (Hypothesis 2). A secondary objective of Study 2 was to examine 

potential alternative mediators of the link between organizational nostalgia and turnover 

intentions. Personal-nostalgia inductions typically (Batcho, 2013; Cheung et al., 2013, Study 

2 and 4; Hepper et al., 2012, Study 7; Stephan, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2012; Verplanken, 

2012; Wildschut et al., 2006, Studies 5-7; Zhou et al., 2012, Study 1) but not always (Cheung 

et al., 2013, Study 3; Stephan et al., 2014, Studies 2-4; Zhou et al., 2012, Studies 2-4) 

increase positive affect (PA). Accordingly, we tested if organizational nostalgia reduced 

turnover intentions via increased PA or reduced negative affect (NA). That is, does 

organizational nostalgia reduce turnover intentions simply by increasing PA (or reducing NA) 

rather than by increasing work meaning? This is a pertinent question in light of evidence that 

(dispositional) PA is correlated with meaning in life (Hicks, Trent, Davis, & King, 2012; 

King, Hicks, Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006; Trent, Lavelock, & King, 2013; Steger et al., 2013). 

Method 

Participants. We recruited and tested 127 employed adults residing in the U.S., via 

MTurk. The selection criteria stated that prospective participants be employed by an 

organization. We randomly assigned participants to the organizational-nostalgia or control 

condition. We excluded from the analysis one participant in the organizational-nostalgia 

condition who did not provide a description of a past nostalgic event they experienced in their 

organization, and 10 participants who failed at least one of the two attention checks we 

included in the survey (“Please answer this question by clicking ‘2’” and “Please answer this 

question by clicking ‘5’”; Meade & Bartholomew, 2012). This left 73 men and 43 women in 

the sample. Participants ranged in age from 20 to 64 years (M = 36.51, SD = 11.91). 

Organizational-nostalgia induction. We presented participants with a validated 

nostalgia manipulation, the Event Reflection Task (Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, Arndt, 



ORGANIZATIONAL NOSTALGIA INCREASES WORK MEANING 12 
 

et al., 2015), which we amended for the current experimental objectives. In particular, we 

instructed participants to engage in nostalgic recollection within the context of their current 

employment. Participants in the organizational-nostalgia condition read: “According to the 

Oxford Dictionary, ‘nostalgia’ is defined as a ‘sentimental longing for the past.’ Please bring 

to mind a nostalgic event that you have experienced in your organization. Specifically, try to 

think of a past event you experienced in your organization that makes you feel most 

nostalgic.” Participants in the control condition read: “Please bring to mind an ordinary event 

that you have experienced in your organization. Specifically, try to think of a past event you 

experienced in your organization that is ordinary.” Participants in both conditions listed four 

keywords and then wrote a brief (5 min) description of the relevant event. We provide 

illustrative event narratives in the Appendix. Collection of the manipulation check and 

dependent measures followed. 

Measures. Participants responded to all items on a 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) 

scale. We checked the effectiveness of the organizational-nostalgia induction with three items 

(Hepper et al., 2012; Wildschut et al., 2006): “Right now I am feeling quite nostalgic about 

my organization,” “Right now I am having nostalgic feelings about my organization,” and “I 

feel nostalgic about my organization at the moment” (α = .99, M = 4.08, SD = 2.09). 

We assessed work meaning with the Positive Meaning subscale of the WAMI (Steger 

et al., 2012; α = .94, M = 4.78, SD = 1.71). We assessed turnover intentions with five items 

developed by Van Dick et al. (2004). Sample items are: “I am thinking of quitting this job” 

and “I think I should be checking out job adverts on the daily media” (α = .95, M = 3.12, SD 

= 1.81). We included a number of additional measures in the study for exploratory purposes.  

We measured PA and NA unobtrusively by coding the content of participants’ 

narratives with the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count software (LIWC; Pennebaker, Francis, 

& Booth, 2001). LIWC offers a validated method for measuring verbal expression of emotion 

(Kahn, Tobin, Massey & Anderson, 2007). It assigns each word and word combination to one 

or more linguistics categories on the basis of an internal dictionary. The total number of 

words falling into each category is reported as a percentage to account for differences 

between participants in text length. We were interested in the percentage of words falling into 
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the PA (denoted in LIWC as POSEMO; e.g., “happy,” “love,” “joy”; M = 4.61, SD = 3.32) 

and NA (NEGEMO; e.g., “angry,” “sad,” “pain”; M = 1.17, SD = 1.84) categories. 

Results 

Manipulation check. We inspected the narratives that participants provided. Notably, 

all employees but one were able to recollect a nostalgic event about their organization, thus 

attesting to the prevalence of nostalgia in the workplace. An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 

yielded a significant organizational-nostalgia effect on the manipulation check index, F(1, 

112) = 45.93, p  < .001, η2 = .29. Participants in the organizational-nostalgia condition (M = 

5.14, SD = 1.64) felt more nostalgic about their organization than control participants (M = 

2.90, SD = 1.89). The organizational-nostalgia induction was effective. 

Work meaning. Participants in the organizational-nostalgia condition (M = 5.14, SD 

= 1.55) reported higher work meaning than control participants (M = 4.38, SD = 1.81), F(1, 

113) = 5.81, p = .018, η𝑝
2  = .05. This result supports Hypothesis 1: Organizational nostalgia 

increases work meaning. 

Turnover intentions. Participants in the organizational-nostalgia condition reported 

lower turnover intentions (M = 2.73, SD = 1.61) than control participants (M = 3.54, SD = 

1.94), F(1, 114) = 5.95, p  = .016, η𝑝
2  = .05. This result sets the stage for testing Hypothesis 2. 

Mediation analysis. We tested the indirect effect (denoted as ab) of organizational 

nostalgia on turnover intentions via work meaning (Hypothesis 2). Using Hayes’s (2013) 

PROCESS macro (model 4; 5000 bootstraps), we found that this indirect effect was 

significant (i.e., the 95% CI did not include 0), ab = -.09, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.18; -.02]. Thus, 

organizational nostalgia reduced turnover intention by virtue of its capacity to increase work 

meaning. The results were consistent with Hypothesis 2. 

 Controlling for PA and NA. We used LIWC to code the content of participants’ 

narratives for expressions of PA and NA. Participants expressed significantly more PA in the 

organizational-nostalgia (M = 5.56, SD = 3.22) than in the control (M = 3.54, SD = 3.12) 

condition, F(1, 113) = 11.64, p = .001, η𝑝
2  = .09. Participants in the organizational-nostalgia 

(M = 1.00, SD = 1.87) and control (M = 1.36, SD = 1.80) conditions did not differ on NA, F(1, 

113) = 1.06, p = .31, η𝑝
2  = .009. The correlations of coded PA (r[113] = -.18, p = .058) and 
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NA (r[113] = .09, p = .368) with turnover intentions were marginal and non-significant, 

respectively, casting doubt on their potential role as mediators. Nonetheless, we again tested 

the indirect effect of organizational nostalgia via work meaning on turnover intentions, with 

PA and NA as additional mediators (PROCESS macro; Hayes, 2013, model 4; 5000 

bootstraps). The indirect effect via work meaning remained statistically significant, ab = -.07, 

SE = .04, 95% CI [-.16; -.002]. Neither the indirect effect via PA (ab = -.02, SE = .03, 95% 

CI [-.09; .04]) nor via NA (ab = .002, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.006; .04]) was statistically 

significant. Controlling for PA and NA did not diminish support for Hypothesis 2.1 

Summary 

 The results of Study 2 were consistent with Hypotheses 1-2. An experimental 

induction of organizational nostalgia augmented work meaning (Hypothesis 1). By 

augmenting work meaning, organizational nostalgia decreased turnover intentions 

(Hypothesis 2). The indirect effect of organizational nostalgia on turnover intentions via work 

meaning remained significant after controlling for LIWC-coded PA and NA.  

Study 3: Burnout as a Moderator of the Effect of Organizational Nostalgia on Work 

Meaning and Ensuing Turnover Intentions 

In Study 3, we assessed individual differences in burnout, induced organizational 

nostalgia (vs. control), and measured work meaning and turnover intentions. One of our 

objectives was to examine the replicability of previous findings (Hypotheses 1-2). Our main 

objective, however, was to extend substantially these findings (Hypotheses 3-4; Figure 1). 

We asked whether burnout moderates the influence of organizational nostalgia on work 

meaning and turnover intentions. That is, we anticipated that organizational nostalgia would 

enhance work meaning to a greater degree among employees high (vs. low) in burnout 

(Hypothesis 3) and that organizational nostalgia would reduce turnover intentions via work 

meaning among employees high (vs. low) in burnout (Hypothesis 4). 

                                                           
1We assessed organizational tenure in this study (“How long have you been in your current 

role in industry [in months]?”; M = 52.62, SD = 67.21, range = 2-456). Organizational tenure 

did not significantly correlate with any of the dependent variables nor with the manipulation 

check. Including organizational tenure as a covariate did not alter substantively the reported 

results. 
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Also, in Study 3 we addressed two methodological limitations of the preceding 

studies. First, in Studies 1-2, we assessed work meaning with the Positive Meaning subscale 

of the Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI; Steger et al., 2012). We did so, because the 

positive meaning of work, or the subjective experience that one’s work has personal 

significance (Rosso et al., 2010), constitutes the core of meaningful work. Yet, to capture its 

full breadth, it is important to assess all three facets of work meaning. In addition to positive 

meaning, this includes seeing one’s work as a path toward making meaning and perceiving 

one’s work as contributing to the greater good. These additional facets are assessed by, 

respectively, the Meaning Making and Greater Good WAMI subscales. In Study 3, we 

therefore administered the full WAMI. 

Second, we re-examined the possibility that PA and/or NA explains the beneficial 

effects of organizational nostalgia. In Study 2, we showed that the indirect effect of 

organizational nostalgia on turnover intentions via work meaning remained significant when 

we controlled for PA and NA, as indexed by LIWC. Whereas LIWC provides an objective 

means of examining implicit linguistic structure and emotion words (and bypasses demand 

characteristics), word-level coding cannot account for the meaning or context of the entire 

narrative, because each word is coded independently of all the others. Accordingly, LIWC 

may fail to capture fully the affective responses associated with organizational nostalgia. In 

Study 3, we addressed this limitation by administering self-report measures of PA and NA. 

Method 

Participants. We recruited and tested 129 working adults (all U.S. residents) through 

MTurk (69 men, 60 women). Participants ranged in age from 21 to 67 years (M = 35.38, SD 

= 10.92). We randomly assigned them to the organizational nostalgia or control condition. 

We set the same selection criteria as in Studies 1-2 and included the same two attention 

checks (Meade & Bartholomew, 2012). We excluded six participants, because they answered 

at least one attention check incorrectly. 

Materials and procedure. First, we assessed burnout with the 7-item Work Burnout 

subscale of the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (Kristensen et al., 2005). This inventory treats 

burnout as a unitary construct with fatigue and exhaustion at its core. Hence, this assessment 
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was congruent with our treatment of burnout as a syndrome characterized by “…physical, 

emotional and mental exhaustion“ (Schaufeli & Greenglass, 2001, p. 501). Sample items are: 

“Do you feel burned out because of your work?” and “Do you feel worn out at the end of the 

working day?” (α = .84, M = 3.48, SD = 1.43). A Principle Component Analysis indicated 

that the seven items of the Work Burnout subscale loaded on a single factor with an 

Eigenvalue of 4.45, explaining 64% of the variance. After we measured burnout, and 

following several filler items, we manipulated organizational nostalgia as in Study 2. We 

checked the effectiveness of the manipulation with the same three items as in Study 2 (α 

= .99, M = 3.95, SD = 2.07). We assessed work meaning with the 10-item WAMI (Steger et 

al., 2012; (α = .95, M = 4.55, SD = 1.61). A Principle Component Analysis indicated that the 

10 items loaded on a single factor with an Eigenvalue of 7.22, explaining 72.24% of the 

variance. We relied on established self-report measures of PA and NA (Cheung et al., 2013; 

Hepper et al., 2012; Wildschut et al., 2006). In particular, we used “happy” and “in a good 

mood” (r[120] = .88, p < .001; M = 5.10, SD = 1.62) to measure PA, and “unhappy” and “sad” 

(r[120] = .84, p < .001; M = 2.07, SD = 1.47) to measure NA. We measured turnover 

intentions with the same five items as in Study 2 (α = .96, M = 3.90, SD = 2.40). We included 

a number of additional measures for exploratory purposes. 

Results 

Manipulation check. We conducted a regression analysis with organizational 

nostalgia (contrast coded: -1 = control, 1 = organizational nostalgia), burnout (mean 

centered), and the Organizational Nostalgia  Burnout interaction as predictor variables. The 

manipulation check index was the dependent variable. The main effect of organizational 

nostalgia was significant, β = .56, t(119) = 7.35, p < .001. Participants in the organizational-

nostalgia condition (M = 5.19, SD = 1.61) felt more nostalgic than those in the control 

condition (M = 2.88, SD = 1.81). Burnout was not significantly associated with felt nostalgia, 

β = -.06, t(119) = -.73, p = .466. Importantly, the Organizational Nostalgia  Burnout 

interaction was numerically small and non-significant, indicating that organizational-

nostalgia induction was effective irrespective of burnout, β = .02, t(118) = .24, p = .814. 
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Work meaning. We tested whether organizational nostalgia elevated work meaning 

and whether burnout moderated this effect. The organizational-nostalgia main effect was 

significant, β = .28, t(118) = 3.28, p = .001, indicating that participants who were nostalgic 

about their organization (M = 5.09, SD = 1.32) reported higher work meaning than control 

participants (M = 4.10, SD = 1.70). This result replicates corresponding findings from Studies 

1-2 in support of Hypothesis 1. The association between burnout and work meaning was also 

significant, β = -.23, t(118) = -2.64, p = .010. Consistent with previous findings (e.g., 

Loonstra et al., 2009), higher burnout was associated with lower work meaning. Crucially, 

however, both main effects were qualified by a significant Organizational Nostalgia  

Burnout interaction, β = .19, t(117) = 2.24, p = .027 (Figure 2, top panel).  

To probe the Organizational Nostalgia  Burnout interaction, we used Johnson and 

Neyman’s (1936) regions-of-significance technique as implemented by Hayes’s (2013) 

PROCESS macro. Consistent with Hypothesis 3, burnout moderated the positive effect of 

organizational nostalgia on work meaning. Organizational nostalgia (vs. control) enhanced 

work meaning among participants who experienced higher burnout (burnout scores equal to 

or greater than -0.51 SD), but not among participants who experienced low burnout (lower 

than -0.51 SD)2. This result is consistent with Hypothesis 3: An infusion of organizational 

nostalgia diminished the negative association between burnout and work meaning. 

Turnover intentions. We asked whether organizational nostalgia reduced turnover 

intentions and whether burnout moderated this effect. The organizational nostalgia main 

effect was significant, β = -.20, t(119) = -2.72, p = .007, indicating that participants who were 

nostalgic about their organization (M = 3.35, SD = 2.08) had lower turnover intentions than 

control participants (M = 4.47, SD = 2.52), replicating Study 2. The association between 

                                                           
2 A corollary of Hypothesis 3 is that, by providing a rich source of meaning, organizational 

nostalgia mitigates the negative impact of burnout on work meaning. That is, the negative 

association between burnout and work meaning should be weaker among employees who 

experience organizational nostalgia than among those who reflect on a neutral memory from 

their organizational past. Simple slopes analyses confirmed that the negative association 

between burnout and work meaning was weaker (and non-significant) in the organizational-

nostalgia condition, β = -.04, t(117) = -.37, p = .712, than in the control condition, β = -.42, 

t(117) = -3.47, p < .001. 
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burnout and turnover intentions was also significant, β = .54, t(119) = 7.23, p < .001. 

Replicating previous findings (Jackson, Schwab & Schuler, 1986; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), 

higher burnout was associated with stronger turnover intentions. Importantly, these main 

effects were qualified by a significant Organizational Nostalgia  Burnout interaction, β = -

.21, t(118) = -2.98, p = .004 (Figure 2, bottom panel). Regions-of-significance analyses 

revealed that the negative effect of organizational nostalgia on turnover intentions was 

moderated by burnout. Organizational nostalgia reduced turnover intentions among 

participants with higher burnout (equal to or greater than -0.26 SD), but not among those with 

low burnout (lower than -0.26 SD). These results set the stage for testing Hypothesis 4. 

Mediation analysis testing Hypothesis 2. Before testing Hypothesis 4 (the 

moderated mediation hypothesis), we re-tested Hypothesis 2 (the mediation hypothesis). For 

the purpose of this analysis, we focused on the effect of organizational nostalgia on turnover 

intentions via work meaning (irrespective of burnout). Using Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS 

macro (model 4; 5000 bootstraps), we found that this indirect effect was significant, ab = -.12, 

SE = .05, 95% CI [-.25; -.06]. In replication of Study 2 and in support of Hypotheses 1-2, 

organizational nostalgia decreased turnover intentions by enhancing work meaning. 

 Moderated mediation analysis testing Hypothesis 4. Hypothesis 4 anticipated that 

organizational nostalgia decreases turnover intentions, via work meaning, to a greater degree 

among employees high (vs. low) in burnout. That is, work meaning should mediate the 

organizational-nostalgia effect on turnover intentions, but this indirect or mediated effect will 

be moderated by burnout (Figure 1). We used Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS macro to test the 

indirect effect of organizational nostalgia on turnover intentions via work meaning, 

conditional upon burnout (model 8, 5000 bootstraps). Results were consistent with 

Hypothesis 4. Specifically, for employees who experienced high burnout (+1 SD), 

organizational nostalgia reduced turnover intentions via work meaning, ab = -.14, SE = .06, 

95% CI [-.29; -.05]. For employees who experienced low burnout (-1 SD), however, this 

indirect effect was not significant, ab = -.03, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.12; .05].3  

                                                           
3 A corollary of Hypothesis 4 is that burnout predicts increased turnover intentions, via 

reduced work meaning, to a lesser degree among employees who experience organizational 
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 Generality across WAMI subscales. To ascertain the generality of our findings 

across all three facets of work meaning assessed by the WAMI, we conducted separate 

moderated mediation analyses for the Positive Meaning ( = .95, M = 4.64, SD = 1.77), 

Meaning Making ( = .90, M = 4.43, SD = 1.78), and Greater Good (= .73, M = 4.57, SD = 

1.56) subscales. For employees who experienced high burnout (+1 SD), organizational 

nostalgia reduced turnover intentions via the Positive Meaning (ab = -.17, SE = .06, 95% CI 

[-.32; -.07]), Meaning Making (ab = -.11, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.24; -.03]), and Greater Good 

(ab = -.09, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.20; -.03]) subscales. For employees who experienced low 

burnout (-1 SD), these indirect effects were non-significant. Hence, subscale analyses 

supported Hypothesis 4.4 

Controlling for PA and NA. We conducted two regression analyses with PA and NA 

as the dependent variables. For PA, the organizational-nostalgia main effect was significant, 

β = .26, t(117) = 3.27, p = .001. Participants who were nostalgic about their organization (M 

= 5.62, SD = 1.30) experienced more PA than control participants (M = 4.64, SD = 1.74). The 

association between burnout and PA was also significant, β = -.41, t(117) = -5.16, p < .001. 

Replicating previous findings (Little, Simmons, & Nelson, 2007), higher burnout was 

associated with lower PA. The Organizational Nostalgia  Burnout interaction was marginal, 

β = .14, t(117) = 1.74, p = .085 (Figure 3, top panel). Regions-of-significance analyses 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

nostalgia than among those who reflect on a neutral memory from their organizational past. 

Simple slopes analyses indeed indicated that the positive relation between burnout and 

turnover intentions was weaker (yet still significant) in the organizational-nostalgia condition, 

β = .33, t(118) = 3.31, p = .001, than in the control condition, β = .76, t(118) = 7.32, p 

< .001. Moderated mediation analyses further indicated that the indirect effect of burnout on 

turnover intentions via reduced work meaning was smaller (and non-significant) in the 

organizational-nostalgia condition, ab = .01, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.06; .09] than in the control 

condition, ab = .13, SE = .06, 95% CI [.04; .29]. Thus, recalling a nostalgic (vs. neutral) 

organizational memory weakened substantially the positive association between burnout and 

turnover intentions. 
4Subscale analyses also supported the corollary of Hypothesis 4. In the control condition, 

burnout predicted increased turnover intentions via the Positive Meaning (ab = .16, SE = .07, 

95% CI [.06; .34]), Meaning Making (ab = .09, SE = .05, 95% CI [.02; .24]), and Greater 

Good (ab = .07, SE = .05, 95% CI [.01; .19]) subscales. In the organizational-nostalgia 

condition, these indirect effects were reduced and non-significant. 
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revealed that organizational nostalgia increased PA among participants with high burnout 

(equal to or greater than -0.58 SD), but not among those with low burnout (lower than -0.58 

SD). From a different angle, there was a negative relation between burnout and PA in the 

control condition, β = -.55, t(117) = -4.86, p < .001, which was attenuated (albeit still 

significant) in the organizational-nostalgia condition, β = -.28, t(117) = -2.55, p = .012. 

For NA, we obtained a complementary (i.e., mirror image) pattern of results. The 

organizational-nostalgia main effect was marginal, β = -.14, t(118) = -1.70, p = .092. 

Participants who were nostalgic about their organization (M = 1.78, SD = 1.25) tended to 

experience less NA than control participants (M = 2.32, SD = 1.61). The association between 

burnout and NA was significant, β = .46, t(118) = 5.78, p < .001. Consistent with prior 

research (Little et al., 2007), higher burnout was associated with higher NA. The 

Organizational Nostalgia  Burnout interaction was significant, β = -.17, t(117) = -2.16, p 

= .033 (Figure 3, bottom panel). Regions-of-significance analyses revealed that 

organizational nostalgia reduced NA among participants with higher burnout (equal to or 

greater than 0.13 SD), but not among those with low burnout (lower than 0.13 SD). From 

another viewpoint, there was a positive relation between burnout and NA in the control 

condition, β = .64, t(117) = 5.62, p < .001, which was attenuated (yet still significant) in the 

organizational-nostalgia condition, β = .30, t(117) = 2.73, p = .007.  

Both self-reported PA (r[119] = -.43, p < .001) and NA (r[119] = .48, p < .001) were 

significantly correlated with turnover intentions, underscoring their potential role as 

mediators. We therefore again tested the conditional (upon burnout) indirect effects of 

organizational nostalgia via work meaning (full WAMI) on turnover intentions, with PA and 

NA as additional mediators. For employees who experienced high burnout (+1 SD), the 

indirect effect of organizational nostalgia on turnover intentions via work meaning remained 

significant, ab = -.09, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.21; -.02]. For employees who experienced low 

burnout (-1 SD), this indirect effect remained non-significant, ab = .002, SE = .05, 95% CI [-

.09; .10].  
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Controlling for PA and NA did not diminish support for Hypothesis 4.5 These 

analyses did, however, reveal an additional conditional indirect effect via NA (but not PA). 

When burnout was high (+1 SD), there was a significant indirect effect of organizational 

nostalgia on turnover intentions via NA, ab = -.07, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.20; -.006]. 

Organizational nostalgia reduced NA and thereby reduced turnover intentions. When burnout 

was low (-1 SD), this indirect effect via NA was not significant, ab = .006, SE = .02, 95% CI 

[-.02; .06]. Looked at from a different angle, the indirect effect of burnout on turnover 

intentions via NA was smaller (albeit still significant) in the organizational-nostalgia 

condition, ab = .06, SE = .04, 95% CI [.01; .16] than in the control condition, ab = .13, SE 

= .07, 95% CI [.02; .31]. 

Summary 

Study 3 results were consistent with Hypotheses 1-4. Replicating Study 2, an 

experimental induction of organizational nostalgia augmented work meaning (Hypothesis 1) 

and thereby decreased turnover intentions (Hypothesis 2). Furthermore, organizational 

nostalgia augmented work meaning to a greater degree among employees with higher burnout 

(Hypothesis 3). Finally, organizational nostalgia decreased turnover intentions, via work 

meaning, only when burnout was high (Hypothesis 4). Controlling for PA and NA did not 

diminish support for Hypothesis 4, but did reveal an additional indirect effect via NE when 

burnout was high. We turn to the latter finding in the General Discussion. We relied in this 

study, and in Study 2, on a measurement-of-mediation design. Although informative, this 

type of design does not allow us to draw definite conclusions on the causal ordering of our 

measured variables (i.e., burnout, work meaning, and turnover intentions). We discuss this 

limitation in the General Discussion. In all, among employees with higher burnout, 

organizational nostalgia reduced turnover intentions by increasing work meaning and 

reducing NA. 

                                                           
5When we included PA and NA as additional mediators, the indirect effect of burnout on 

turnover intentions via reduced work meaning remained smaller (and non-significant) in the 

organizational-nostalgia condition, ab = .01, SE = .04, 95% CI [-.05; .09], than in the control 

condition, ab = .13, SE = .07, 95% CI [.03; .29]. This supports the corollary of Hypothesis 4. 
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General Discussion 

Work meaning enriches one’s occupational environment (Barrick et al., 2013; Steger 

et al., 2012). For example, work meaning is associated with placing higher value on one’s job, 

being satisfied with it, and being committed to the organization (Kamdron, 2005; Nord et al., 

1990; Sparks & Schenk, 2001; Steger et al., 2012). In contrast, lack of work meaning is 

associated with stronger intentions to leave the organization (Steger et al., 2012). Therefore, 

understanding the sources of work meaning is pivotal both to employee well-being and 

optimal organizational functioning. Here, we focused on one likely source: organizational 

nostalgia. We examined, in three studies, the role of organizational nostalgia in enhancing 

work meaning and weakening turnover intentions, especially among burned-out employees.  

Summary of Findings 

We offered four hypotheses and obtained consistent support for them across three 

studies. First, we expected that organizational nostalgia would increase work meaning 

(Hypothesis 1). Using a survey methodology in Study 1, we measured organizational 

nostalgia and work meaning. As hypothesized, organizational nostalgia was associated with 

higher work meaning. We conceptually replicated this link in Studies 2 and 3. Here, 

experimentally induced organizational nostalgia increased work meaning and decreased 

turnover intentions. Consistent with Hypothesis 2, work meaning mediated organizational 

nostalgia’s reduction of turnover intentions.  

Furthermore, we expected that organizational nostalgia would acquire special 

significance when burnout is high. This idea was based on theoretical speculation that 

organizational nostalgia serves “to make the present more bearable” for those who are “low, 

infirm, or powerless” (Gabriel, 1993, p. 131) and on empirical evidence that personal 

nostalgia mitigates psychological threats (Routledge et al., 2011; Van Dijke et al., 2015; Vess 

et al., 2012). Accordingly, we hypothesized that the positive influence of organizational 

nostalgia on work meaning would manifest most strongly when burnout is high (vs. low) 

(Hypothesis 3). Finally, based on evidence for a link between work meaning and turnover 

intentions (Barrick et al., 2013; George & Jones, 1996; Steger et al., 2012), we also expected 

that organizational nostalgia would decrease turnover intentions, via work meaning, to a 
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greater degree among high-burnout employees (Hypothesis 4). 

Study 3 supported Hypotheses 3 and 4. We showed that organizational nostalgia 

serves as a resource. By instilling work meaning, it helps employees to cope with the 

psychological adversity of burnout and to adopt an arguably more constructive stance toward 

their organization (i.e., express lower turnover intentions). Additionally, consistent with prior 

research (Loonstra et al., 2009; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), we demonstrated that burnout 

was negatively associated with work meaning and positively associated with turnover 

intentions. However, these deleterious associations were significantly weakened when 

employees engaged in organizational nostalgia. These findings emphasize the potential of 

organizational nostalgia as an intervention to mitigate burnout. 

Studies 2-3 assessed PA and NA. In both studies, organizational-nostalgia (vs. control) 

increased PA, but did not significantly affect NA. This basic pattern of results is consistent 

with prior evidence that personal-nostalgia inductions typically increase PA, but have little 

impact on NA (Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, Arndt, et al., 2015). In this light, it is 

noteworthy that burnout moderated the affective signature of organizational nostalgia in 

Study 3. To be precise, organizational nostalgia (vs. control) significantly reduced NA, but 

only when burnout was high (Figure 3). Reduced NA, in turn, translated into reduced 

turnover intentions. To the extent that turnover is a flight response, these findings are 

consistent with the notion that negative emotions narrow individuals’ thought-action 

repertoires by triggering specific action tendencies (e.g., fight, flee; Fredrickson & Branigan, 

2005). This could explain why NA, instead of PA, mediated the effect of organizational 

nostalgia on reduced turnover intentions when burnout was high.  

From another viewpoint, Study 3 also obtained evidence that burnout predicted 

increased turnover intention, via NA, in the control condition, but not in the organizational-

nostalgia condition. Prior research on the downstream consequences of burnout-induced NA 

is limited. Gillet, Vallerand, Lafrenière, and Bureau (2013) showed that NA mediated the link 

between amotivation and performance on an anagrams task. Our evidence indicates that 

organizational-nostalgia will attenuate this indirect effect of amotivation on performance via 

NA. This is a promising research direction.  
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To be sure, we do not suggest that PA is unimportant in organizational context. 

According to broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 1998), PA helps individuals to expand 

their thought-action repertoires and allocate more cognitive resources to the task at hand, 

resulting in performance benefits (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005). Consistent with this view, 

individuals indeed perform better when they experience PA (Amabile, Barsade, Mueller, & 

Staw, 2005; Isen, Daubman, & Nowicki, 1987; Wright, Cropanzano, & Meyer, 2004). These 

beneficial effects of PA are likely to be more apparent for complex cognitive tasks than for 

well-structured procedural tasks (Gillet et al., 2013; McGraw, 1978). Future research would 

therefore also do well to examine if, by virtue of its capacity to increase PA, organizational 

nostalgia enhances task performance, particularly when burnout is high and tasks are 

cognitively demanding.  

Implications 

 The findings contribute to scholarly understanding of work meaning by identifying a 

new source of it, namely organizational nostalgia. Prior investigations have identified several 

antecedents to work meaning, including job involvement (Brown, 1996) and job design 

(Hackman & Oldham, 1976), but have largely overlooked the role of discrete emotions in 

shaping and influencing work meaning (Rosso et al., 2010). Our findings complement this 

literature by demonstrating that the discrete emotion of nostalgia augments work meaning. 

 The current research also injects much needed empirical evidence into the debate on 

the value of organizational nostalgia. To date, the scarce, qualitative literature offers 

conflicting perspectives. On the one hand, critics have suggested that “the anti-critical thrust 

of nostalgia” (DaSilva & Faught, 1982, p. 47) serves the status quo and maintains social 

inequality (Natali, 2004; Rosaldo, 1989). In this perspective, organizational nostalgia is “an 

active tool in the hands of the management” that can be “flexibly employed to buttress 

arguments for change or inertia” (Strangleman, 1999, p. 743). On the other hand, scholars 

have cast a more positive light on nostalgia by proposing that it safeguards treasured 

organizational values and traditions (Brown & Humphreys, 2002; Gabriel, 1993; Milligan, 

2003). In this perspective, “by keeping the core morals and values of the local tradition alive,” 

organizational nostalgia can “inspire active counteraction against the prevailing working 
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conditions” (Ylijoki, 2005, p. 573). On balance, our findings are more compatible with the 

latter perspective. To the extent that organizational nostalgia prevents burnout-induced 

turnover, it contributes to retention of employees who are familiar with the organization’s 

past, its traditions, and core values. Organizational nostalgia, then, can motivate employees to 

stand their ground rather than capitulate in the face of organizational turmoil. Organizational 

nostalgia is a motivational force (Sedikides & Wildschut, 2016a,b). 

Our findings indicate that organizational nostalgia is relatively easy to induce. As 

such, it can be an integral part of intervention programs to support employees during times of 

organizational hardship (e.g., budget cuts, reorganizations). Likewise, organizational 

nostalgia can provide the basis to develop burnout prevention practices (Schaufeli & Buunk, 

2003). Given that organizational nostalgia did not reduce work meaning for those low in 

burnout (and increased it for those high in burnout), it could be a risk-free intervention to 

implement organization-wide. Organizations may actively foster a family atmosphere 

(Gabriel, 1993) and rituals (e.g., summer picnics, Christmas parties) that are likely to be 

remembered nostalgically (Abeyta et al., 2015; Wildschut et al., 2006) and, thus, to serve as a 

repository of organizational meaning. Organizational meaning was negatively associated with 

turnover intentions in our studies, and may also positively influence closely related outcomes 

such as organizational commitment and job satisfaction (Blau & Boal, 1987). Stimulating 

organizational nostalgia may seem self-serving from the perspective of organizations, but 

organizational commitment and reduced turnover also facilitates employee career 

advancement (Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff, & Blume, 2009). Thus, organizational 

nostalgia may benefit employees and organizations alike. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

The results of these studies need to be considered in light of a number of limitations, 

each of which opens up novel empirical directions. To begin, because we measured (rather 

than manipulated) burnout, we are unable to make causal assertions regarding its associations 

with work meaning and turnover intentions. Whereas some scholars propose that burnout (or 

the closely allied state of amotivation) is an antecedent of low work meaning (Allan et al., 

2016), others favor the alternative sequence whereby low work meaning leads to burnout 
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(Pines & Keinan, 2005; Pines & Zaidman, 2014), and still others raise the possibility of a 

reciprocal relation (Loonstra et al., 2009). The last possibility suggests that, by increasing 

work meaning, organizational nostalgia may initiate a virtuous upward cycle between 

increased meaning and reduced burnout, resulting in the gradual reversal of burnout. Testing 

these non-recursive effects between work meaning and burnout calls for longitudinal and 

experimental designs.  

Related to the previous limitation, Study 2 and 3 used a measurement-of-mediation 

design. The limitations of this design are well documented (Bullock et al., 2010). 

Nevertheless, we regard the mediation analyses of Studies 2-3 as informative, because they 

placed the hypothesized model (Figure 1) at risk (Fiedler et al., 2011). That is, the postulated 

causal chain comprised several links. Failure of even a single link would have invalidated the 

hypothesized model. Future research should incorporate experimental-causal-chain designs 

(Spencer et al. 2005). Here, a researcher would manipulate work meaning directly and 

examine its downstream consequence on turnover intentions. Longitudinal designs could also 

address these issues. 

In addition, we need to attain a better understanding of the triggers of organizational 

nostalgia. People recruit personal nostalgia when they experience negative psychological 

states such as low self-esteem (Vess et al., 2012), loneliness (Zhou et al., 2008), discontinuity 

between their past and their present (Sedikides, Wildschut, Routledge, & Arndt, 2015), or 

boredom (Van Tilburg et al., 2013). Personal nostalgia helps to alleviate these discomforting 

states by fostering a sense of self-positivity, social support, continuity between one’s past and 

one’s present, and interest, respectively. We expect adverse situations in an organizational 

context (e.g., budget cuts) to increase organizational nostalgia. As an example of such 

adverse situations, qualitative research has suggested that perceived loss of academic 

autonomy and freedom is associated with higher organizational nostalgia (Ylijoki, 2005). We 

expect not only for employees to become more nostalgic in these adverse situations, but also 

for organizational nostalgia to offset accompanying discomforting psychological states by 

elevating self-esteem, social connectedness (i.e., social bonds, family atmosphere), self-

continuity, or interest, respectively. Moreover, researchers may investigate situations in 
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which organizational nostalgia can have adverse effects on employee well-being. For 

example, organizational nostalgia in the wake of organizational mergers or organizational 

change may hinder adjustment of employees to the new work situation, as an excessive focus 

on the old situation may impede adjustment to the new. Hence, future research would do well 

to address both the potential pros and cons of organizational nostalgia for employee well-

being. 

Finally, although we showed that organizational nostalgia increases work meaning, 

we have not fully clarified the mechanisms by which it does so. We identified social 

connectedness as a likely candidate. Personal nostalgia bolsters social connectedness (Van 

Dijke et al., 2015; Wildschut et al., 2006) and augments meaning in life via social 

connectedness (Routledge et al., 2011). Previous theorizing has also pointed to the relevance 

of social connectedness as a source of work meaning (Gabriel, 1993; Wrzesniewski, Dutton, 

& Debebe, 2003). 

Coda 

 Considering one’s work to be meaningful is an essential part of well-being at work. 

Our research highlighted an effective, relatively effortless, and easily implementable way to 

foster work meaning: organizational nostalgia. We hope that the findings spark greater 

interest in the role of organizational nostalgia, and more generally of emotions, in work 

meaning. 
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Figure 1. Graphical representation of the hypotheses. H1, H2, H3 = Hypothesis 1, 2, 3. 

Hypothesis 4 entails the full moderated mediation model. 

 



ORGANIZATIONAL NOSTALGIA INCREASES WORK MEANING 39 
 

 

Figure 2. Interaction effects between organizational nostalgia and burnout on work meaning 

(upper panel) and turnover intentions (lower panel) in Study 3. The vertical reference lines 

identify the regions of significance for the effects of organizational nostalgia. Error bars 

represent standard errors.
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Figure 3. Interaction effects between organizational nostalgia and burnout on positive affect 

(upper panel) and negative affect (lower panel) in Study 3. The vertical reference lines 

identify the regions of significance for the effects of organizational nostalgia. Error bars 

represent standard errors.  
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Appendix 

Illustrations of Participant-Generated Narratives in Study 2 

Organizational-Nostalgia Condition 

Narrative 1 

“A few years ago, my company had a Christmas party. They do this every year and 

employees bring their families to the party. This particular year was especially memorable. 

Everyone showed up to the party and a group of us had decorated the office really beautifully 

and really made the party come together well. Everyone had a great time. People were 

dancing and enjoying the food and socializing all night. It was nice to be with my coworkers 

outside of the normal work setting. We did a yankee swap, which was really fun and it was 

just a good night. Everyone was in a great mood and in the Christmas spirit. There was no 

drama and even people who didn't always get along well seemed to enjoy themselves. ” 

Narrative 2 

“I remember that my boss retired after being at the company for 35 years. He threw a party 

and we all cried for hours because he was the best boss ever. He did not want to leave but he 

was tired after so many years working.” 

Control Condition 

Narrative 1 

“Every Friday we get a shipment of food items to the store. We are required to take 

everything out of the walk-in and count what is left and what is being added. It usually takes 

around 45 minutes. We have to organize the walk-in with the older items in the front and the 

newer items further in the back. Out of date items must be removed and thrown away. This is 

a job that generally no on enjoys. So we usually leave it for someone who is new. It isn't 

difficult just busy work. I usually feel bored while doing the work. I don't have to think about 

anything just read labels and write things down. I usually look forward to being finished.” 

Narrative 2 

“A person brought me a computer and says that it is very slow. After I had examined it I 

thought that up grading the memory would speed it up. I purchased the extra memory and 

installed it. Testing the computer showed that I was right and the computer is much faster in 

response. The last thing I did was to log all the information into my data base for future 

reference.” 


