Dementia: What Science Says & Emotional
Memory in Pre-Industrial and Media-Isolated

Societies
by: Roland Nansink

Dementia: What Science Says & Emotional
Memory in Pre-Industrial and Media-Isolated
Societies

by Roland Nansink

1 of 60



2 of 60



Prologue

Prologue

An elderly woman sits in her armchair, a worn photo album on her lap. As
a familiar melody from her youth softly plays on the radio, her eyes
brighten. In that moment, her distant memories spring vividly to life —
childhood friends laughing on a summer day, a long-lost loved one smiling
at her. The music and images unlock emotions long buried by time. Her
wrinkled face relaxes into a warm smile, and for a while, she is transported
to a comforting world of nostalgia, safe from the aches and loneliness of
old age. Scenes like this play out in countless homes and care facilities: an
old song, a vintage film, the smell of a traditional dish — each can evoke
powerful recollections. These emotional memories are more than mere
reminiscences; they have tangible effects on mood, identity, and even the
brain’s functioning. This book delves into the science and significance of
such moments.

In the chapters that follow, we explore how nostalgic media — music,
photographs, movies, and stories of the past — engage the aging brain and
may even aid those with dementia. We journey into the neurobiology of
emotional memory to understand why moments charged with feeling are
seared into our minds. We examine how therapists harness nostalgia and
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reminiscence to improve the lives of people with Alzheimer’s disease and
other dementias. We investigate the almost addiction-like grip of music on
the brain’s reward circuitry, explaining why a favorite song can give us
chills reminiscent of more primal pleasures. We venture beyond the
modern world, looking at how emotional memory functioned in pre-
industrial societies and communities isolated from contemporary media —
asking what nostalgia looked like in eras before recorded sound and film.
Finally, we consider the cultural implications of this knowledge: How will
an aging global population, armed with digital technologies that record
every moment, experience nostalgia and memory in the future? Will the
ubiquity of media strengthen our memories or distort them? What does the
growing scientific understanding of emotional memory mean for our
collective future and cognitive health?

The topic at hand is inherently interdisciplinary. It sits at the crossroads of
neuroscience, psychology, gerontology, musicology, and anthropology. Yet
it is also profoundly human. To be alive is to accumulate memories —
joyful and painful — and to carry them into the future. As our world
changes at breakneck speed, nostalgia has become a common emotional
refuge, not only for the elderly looking back on long lives, but for younger
generations longing for simpler times. Even societies without modern
media have cherished and passed down memories through oral traditions,
songs, and rituals, underlining that the blending of emotion and memory is
a universal aspect of the human condition.

This book aims to present a scientific and formal exploration of these
themes in a way that any interested reader can understand. We will refer to
research findings and expert insights, grounding our discussion in evidence
while keeping the language accessible. Along the way, we will meet
researchers who have illuminated different facets of emotional memory —
from pioneers who discovered how the brain stores emotional experiences,
to clinicians bringing music into nursing homes to awaken minds, to
historians and anthropologists examining nostalgia’s role in cultures past
and present. The journey will reveal that far from being a trivial
sentimentality, nostalgia is a powerful psychological force with
measurable benefits, and emotional memories are core to who we are.
Ultimately, understanding these phenomena better can help individuals,
families, and societies cherish the past without becoming trapped by it, and

use the power of memory to improve well-being in the present.
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In opening this book, you hold an invitation to reflect on your own
poignant memories as we explore the science behind them. Perhaps you
will think of the lullaby your mother sang, the smell of your grandparents’
kitchen, or the anthem of your teenage years. These personal recollections
are the threads weaving together your life story. As we proceed, keep those
cherished memories in mind. They will be our companions through the
scientific landscapes ahead — a constant reminder that behind the data and
brain scans lie real human hearts, finding meaning and comfort in the
echoes of yesterday.
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Chapter 1: Nostalgic Media and Memory in
Aging Populations

The Pull of Nostalgia.in Later Life

Chapter 1: Nostalgic Media and Memory in Aging Populations

The Pull of Nostalgia in Later Life

Growing older often brings an intensified focus on memories of the past. It
i1s common to see seniors flipping through scrapbooks, re-reading old
letters, or watching classic films from their youth. Far from being mere
wistfulness, this nostalgic engagement serves important psychological
functions in aging populations. In fact, research suggests that nostalgia is
a “precious resource” for older adults, providing comfort and a sense of
safety even when current social opportunities or physical abilities become
limited frontiersin.org azpbs.org. Unlike some aspects of memory that may
fade with age, the ability to vividly recall cherished personal moments
often endures. Many older individuals experience nostalgia frequently —
sometimes several times a week — and across diverse cultures, indicating it
1s a widespread aspect of later life pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Rather than
trapping people in the past, these sentimental reflections can help them
cope with present challenges. Studies have shown that when older adults
reminisce about warm, positive past experiences, they often feel
comforted, content, and loved, albeit tinged with a bittersweet longing
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. This emotional mix tends to be “more sweet than
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bitter,” as nostalgia yields predominantly positive feelings along with a
minor note of sadness for times gone by pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov.

Notably, nostalgia in older age is typically a highly social emotion. The
fond memories that surface usually involve family gatherings, old friends,
romances, holiday traditions and other moments of closeness
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov frontiersin.org. The elderly person recalling these
events often envisions themselves surrounded by loved ones in the past
scenario. Psychologists Tim Wildschut and Constantine Sedikides, who
have extensively studied nostalgia, observe that nostalgic narratives are
rich in references to relationships — using many “we, us, our” pronouns —
and highlight feelings of companionship and belonging
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. This social aspect is crucial.
As people age and social networks sometimes shrink (through retirement,
loss of peers, or mobility issues), nostalgic reminiscences can serve as an
internal social network, momentarily restoring the feeling of being
connected and supported by close others. It is as if, by recalling a family
reunion decades ago, an elderly person can emotionally relive being in a
circle of caring relatives, which in turn combats loneliness in the present.

Psychological Benefits of Nostalgic Media

Nostalgic media — such as music from one’s youth, old television shows,
vintage photographs and home videos — act as powerful triggers for these
memories in aging populations. For instance, hearing a favorite song from
young adulthood can instantly transport an older listener back to the sights
and feelings of that time. This is not just anecdotal: experimental studies
confirm that nostalgic cues bring about measurable benefits for older
adults’ mental health. Feelings of nostalgia tend to increase positive
emotions, boost self-esteem, and reduce stress in seniors
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov frontiersin.org. Importantly, they also cultivate a
distinct affective state described by researchers as “feeling safe”
frontiersin.org. Unlike simple happiness or excitement, feeling safe is a
serene state of calm, warmth, and protection — and nostalgia is
particularly good at evoking it frontiersin.org azpbs.org. In one narrative
review, nostalgia was characterized as a psychological resource that
promotes feelings of safety and comfort in older adults, reinforcing
emotional stability needed for healthy aging frontiersin.org frontiersin.org.
The act of reminiscing — especially when aided by media cues like a
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familiar old film or childhood photograph — can lower anxiety and
counteract feelings of vulnerability that sometimes accompany aging
frontiersin.org frontiersin.org. Physiologically, nostalgia’s calming effect
has even been linked to increased parasympathetic nervous system activity
(the “rest and digest” response), as evidenced by higher heart rate
variability when older adults indulge in nostalgic recall frontiersin.org
frontiersin.org. This suggests that revisiting positive memories can help
regulate stress responses in the body, promoting relaxation.

Nostalgic media also play a role in reinforcing identity and continuity of
self for seniors. With advancing age, people experience many changes —
retirement, children growing up, health issues, widowhood, relocation —
that can challenge their sense of identity. In this context, looking back on
the narrative of one’s life becomes a way to affirm “This is who I am;
these are the experiences that made me.” Personal mementos and media
from earlier years serve as concrete anchors for life stories. Psychologists
note that nostalgia supports self-continuity — the feeling of connection
between one’s past and present self frontiersin.org frontiersin.org. By
reminiscing with the help of old media, older adults integrate their past
with the present, maintaining a coherent life story despite external
changes. Research shows that a strong sense of self-continuity is
associated with better well-being in later life frontiersin.org. Thus, a retiree
flipping through a box of old family photos or re-watching a classic movie
from their teens is doing more than indulging in reverie — they are
fortifying their identity by preserving the thread that links youth to old
age. According to one study, nostalgia even “unites our sense of who we
are, our self and our identity over time” azpbs.org, effectively bridging
past and present in the mind.

Another benefit of nostalgic engagement in older populations is its
capacity to alleviate loneliness and increase social connectedness, even
if indirectly. When an elderly person listens to music from their past or
watches a TV show that they used to enjoy with their late spouse, the
media can evoke the emotional presence of loved ones. This phenomenon
has been documented: nostalgia reliably increases perceived social support
and reduces feelings of loneliness frontiersin.org. One reason is that
nostalgic memories often involve moments of interpersonal bonding,
which on recollection make the individual feel cherished and less alone

frontiersin.org frontiersin.org. Additionally, sharing nostalgia can be a
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https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=present%20selves%20%28Sedikides%20et%20al,2021%3B%20Wildschut%20and%20Sedikides%2C%202022

social activity in itself — for example, grandparents telling grandchildren
stories sparked by an old song, or groups of nursing home residents
watching a classic film together and collectively reminiscing. Such shared
nostalgia sessions can strengthen real social ties in the present. In long-
term care settings, group reminiscence programs using music and
photographs from decades past have been shown to foster camaraderie
among residents as they swap memories, thereby combating social
isolation.

Nostalgia as a Tool for Healthy Aging

The growing recognition of nostalgia’s benefits comes at a crucial time.
The population of older adults worldwide is expanding rapidly — people
over 60 now account for about 13% of the global population, a figure
expected to double by 2050 azpbs.org. With longer lifespans, there is an
urgent need to support not just longevity but healthy, fulfilling aging.
Gerontologists emphasize concepts like intrinsic capacity and functional
ability — essentially, the mental, emotional, and social resources that allow
seniors to maintain well-being and independence as they age
frontiersin.org. Yet until recently, relatively little attention was given to
interventions that cultivate positive emotional states such as feeling safe
and supported in older adults frontiersin.org. Now, nostalgia is emerging as
one such intervention. Evidence from psychology indicates that nostalgic
reminiscence can strengthen key pillars of healthy aging. For example,
nostalgia has been found to increase optimism and meaning in life among
seniors pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov, boost motivation for pursuing goals or
engaging in activities frontiersin.org, and even encourage health-
promoting behaviors. In one study, prompting older individuals to recall
nostalgic memories of physical activity (like past sports or dances they
enjoyed) actually increased their intention to exercise in the present
frontiersin.org. In another, socially isolated elders who engaged in guided
nostalgic recall reported feeling more eager to reach out and spend time
with others the-scientist.com.

Physically and cognitively, nostalgia might also have protective effects.
There is intriguing evidence that nostalgia-related positive emotions can
correlate with better cognitive performance and resilience. Feeling
emotionally secure and positive (to which nostalgia contributes) is
associated with improved cognitive health in aging frontiersin.org.
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Moreover, nostalgic engagement may help older adults cope with stress
and adversity, potentially buffering the detrimental effects of stress on
brain and body. During the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns, for instance,
many older adults turned to nostalgia — recalling past times of comfort or
listening to music from their younger days — as a way to find solace amid
uncertainty and isolation. Reports suggest these nostalgic memories
provided much-needed psychological refuge, helping seniors feel less
anxious and more grounded despite the crisis frontiersin.orgfrontiersin.org.
Researchers Madoglou and colleagues described nostalgia for older adults
as a “safe haven in the face of adversity,” augmenting feelings of comfort
and security during difficult times frontiersin.org. Indeed, older adults
often ‘“navigate the future by reflecting on the past’ through nostalgia,
finding in it familiar patterns, continuity of self, and affectionate
bonds that give them strength frontiersin.org.

In practical terms, caregivers and families are increasingly encouraged to
incorporate nostalgic media into interactions with older persons.
Something as simple as “grab that photo album and dig out your old
pictures,” as one article cheerfully advises, can be beneficial azpbs.org.
Many senior centers and retirement communities now organize nostalgia-
themed activities — such as music appreciation sessions featuring songs
from the 1940s—1970s, or memory workshops where elders bring an item
from their past to share the story behind it. These activities are not mere
entertainments; they exploit the power of emotional memory to uplift
mood and stimulate minds. Far from indulging in unproductive daydreams,
looking backward can paradoxically be good for one’s future, insofar as it
bolsters mental health and social connections needed for the road ahead

azpbs.org.

It is important to note that nostalgia is generally beneficial when it focuses
on meaningful, positive memories. Not every reminiscence an older
person has will be joyful — painful losses and regrets are also part of life.
However, research finds that older adults have a tendency to remember the
past in a disproportionately positive light, a phenomenon known as the
“positivity effect.” Due to both cognitive and motivational shifts, seniors
often retrieve pleasant memories more readily and let negative memories
fade, which helps maintain emotional balance pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. This adaptive bias means that when left to

reminisce, many older individuals naturally gravitate to recalling good
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times rather than dwelling on sorrows. Nostalgic media can reinforce that
effect by prompting recollections of beloved music, happy gatherings, and
youthful triumphs. In other words, the tools of nostalgia — songs, photos,
films — often inherently cue the fonder memories. By leveraging this, one
can guide aging individuals to reminisce in healthful ways that bring
smiles, not tears. And even when nostalgia carries a tinge of sadness (for
example, missing deceased loved ones), it tends to be a bittersweet
emotion that ultimately leaves people feeling more uplifted than before

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov.

In summary, nostalgia in aging populations is far more than idle
sentimentalism; it is a multi-faceted psychological resource. Through
nostalgic engagement, whether spontaneously or in structured therapy,
older adults can experience improved mood, a sense of comfort and
safeness, reconnection with their past selves and loved ones, and even
some cognitive and motivational gains. As the subsequent chapters will
explore, these benefits are being harnessed in therapeutic contexts,
particularly for dementia care. But even in the everyday lives of healthy
older adults, indulging in nostalgic media — playing an old record, re-
reading a favorite book from youth, or simply reminiscing with friends —
can be a rewarding and affirming experience that enhances quality of life.
In nostalgia, the past isn’t dead; it breathes life into the present,
illuminating the way for a healthier, happier aging process.
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Chapter 2: Emotional Memory and Neurobiology
How Emotions Make Memories Unforgettable

Why is it that a trivial detail from yesterday might slip our mind, yet a
vividly emotional moment from decades ago remains etched in memory?
The answer lies in the way emotion and memory are intertwined in the
brain. We do not remember all events equally — far from it. As the
pioneering psychologist William James observed in 1890, “of some
experiences no memory survives...others may be recalled as long as life
endures.” Modern science has provided an explanation: experiences that
are emotionally arousing are generally remembered much better than
neutral, mundane events nap.nationalacademies.org. Both unpleasant
and pleasant emotional events leave stronger imprints. For example,
people tend to remember where they were and what they were doing
during shocking news (like learning of a tragic accident or a sudden loss)
far more clearly than any ordinary day around the same time
nap.nationalacademies.org. Classic studies have documented this for
historically significant moments: individuals who lived through an
earthquake or a terrorist attack retain exceptionally detailed memories of

those incidents years later, especially if they were at the emotional
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epicenter of events nap.nationalacademies.org nap.nationalacademies.org.
Similarly, joyful occasions such as weddings, the birth of a child, or other
personally momentous celebrations often become lifelong vivid memories
nap.nationalacademies.org. In short, the strength of a memory correlates
with the emotional significance of the event — the more emotionally
charged, the more indelible the memory tends to be.

This phenomenon, sometimes referred to as “flashbulb memory” in cases
of collective events (like remembering 9/11 or the day a war ended),
highlights that our memory system is not a simple tape recorder. It is a
biologically adaptive mechanism that prioritizes what it deems important
for survival and identity. Emotional experiences signal importance. From
an evolutionary perspective, it makes sense that early humans needed to
remember dangerous situations (to avoid them in future) and sources of
reward or comfort (to seek them again). Thus, emotions act like
highlighters on our experiences, making certain moments stand out
during the encoding and consolidation of memory. We attend more to
emotional events as they happen, we think about them more afterward, and
our brain chemically tags them for stronger storage. While not every detail
of an emotional event is perfectly preserved — memory is reconstructive
and can be prone to distortion — the core recollections and the feeling of
the moment tend to endure with remarkable persistence.

The Brain’s Emotional Memory Circuitry

At the heart of emotional memory in the brain is a set of interconnected
regions and neurochemical systems that together determine how strongly a
memory will be stored. One key player is the amygdala, an almond-
shaped structure deep in the brain’s temporal lobe, which is critically
involved in processing emotions, especially fear and threat. When an
experience carries emotional weight — whether it’s frightening, thrilling, or
heartwarming — the amygdala is activated. Extensive research led by
neuroscientists like James L. McGaugh has shown that the amygdala
serves as a modulator for memory consolidation of emotional events
nap.nationalacademies.org. In simple terms, when you undergo an
emotionally intense experience, the amygdala sends out a signal to the rest
of the brain that says “This is important — save this!”
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How does the amygdala strengthen memory storage? A major pathway is
through stress hormones. During emotional arousal, the body releases
adrenaline (epinephrine) and cortisol — the “fight or flight” hormones.
These chemicals not only prepare the body for immediate action, but also
influence the brain. The amygdala detects the surge of these hormones and
uses neurotransmitters (notably norepinephrine) to communicate with the
hippocampus and other memory-related brain regions
nap.nationalacademies.org. The hippocampus, located near the amygdala,
1s essential for forming and indexing new declarative memories (the kind
of memory for events and facts). Under the amygdala’s instruction, the
hippocampus and associated cortex essentially “lock in”” the memory of the
emotional event more securely. As McGaugh succinctly put it, “the
adrenal stress hormones epinephrine and corticosterone [cortisol]
released by emotional arousal regulate the consolidation of long-term
memory,” and the amygdala plays a critical role in mediating this effect
nap.nationalacademies.org. If the amygdala’s activity is blocked
(experimentally in animals or due to rare brain damage in humans), the
memory advantage for emotional events largely disappears. Conversely,
stimulating the amygdala or enhancing adrenergic activity can lead to
stronger-than-normal memory formation for events that co-occur.

In a dramatic illustration of this mechanism, consider the phenomenon of a
near car accident. Imagine you swerved at the last second to avoid a
collision — your heart pounds, adrenaline floods your system, your senses
feel heightened. Later, you might find that the incident is seared into
memory: the image of the other car, the screech of brakes, even trivial
details like a billboard you glanced at right after. This is the work of
emotion-driven memory consolidation. The intensity of fear (via
amygdala and adrenaline) causes your brain to preferentially store those
seconds in vivid detail. This adaptive feature is why trauma can produce
very strong memories (as in PTSD, where extremely fearful events are
remembered intrusively). It is also why even positive arousal — say the
euphoria of winning an award — yields a potent “flashbulb” recollection.
Research confirms across many studies that emotionally arousing
experiences, whether negative or positive, are remembered more
accurately and durably than neutral experiences

nap.nationalacademies.org.
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However, there is a flip side: while the gist of emotional events is well
retained, our memory for peripheral details can still be imperfect.
Emotional arousal focuses the mind, sometimes narrowing attention (a
weapon in a crime might be remembered, but not the color of the
assailant’s shirt, for example — a phenomenon known as “weapon focus™ in
eyewitness research). Moreover, over time, confident vivid memories of
emotional events can undergo distortion without our realizing.
Nonetheless, people typically feel very certain about such memories, given
how vivid they seem. This interplay of high confidence and occasional
inaccuracy in flashbulb memories has been noted by cognitive
psychologists; it reminds us that memory, though enhanced by emotion, is
not infallible. Even so, the core emotional scenes often remain consistent
and lasting.

Emotional Memory Across the Lifespan

Throughout life, emotional experiences continue to shape our
autobiographical memory. Interestingly, how we prioritize emotional
memories can change with age in nuanced ways. When we are young,
many emotional events (first love, moving away for college, etc.) are
“firsts” and have a deep impact, contributing to what is known as the
reminiscence bump — a tendency for people over 40 to recall a
disproportionate number of memories from their adolescence and early
adulthood. This bump is partly because those years are filled with novel
and formative emotional events (first kisses, big achievements, etc.), which
get encoded strongly and rehearsed often en.wikipedia.org
en.wikipedia.org. So mid-life and older adults carry a rich reservoir of
emotional memories from their teens and twenties that often remain
accessible for decades. Anyone who has heard an older relative repeatedly
tell stories from “when I was about 20...” has seen the reminiscence bump
in action. These memories are tied into identity and goals, hence their
longevity en.wikipedia.org.

As people transition into older age, research finds an intriguing positivity
shift in emotional memory. Unlike young adults who might remember
negative and positive images equally or even lean towards negatives (since
those can be more attention-grabbing), older adults tend to remember a
higher proportion of positive information and let negative information

fade more pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. This is
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thought to be due to a combination of motivation and cognitive control.
Specifically, older individuals place more emphasis on regulating emotion
— consciously or subconsciously focusing on things that uplift them and
turning away from things that bring distress. Studies by Mather and
Carstensen have demonstrated that when shown a mix of positive,
negative, and neutral pictures, seniors later recalled relatively more of the
positive ones, whereas younger people remembered more of the negative
or threatening ones pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. In addition, when reflecting
on personal past events, older adults sometimes even “edit” memories in a
more positive direction, effectively casting their past choices or
experiences in a rosy glow that enhances self-esteem
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. This positivity effect seems to rely on intact
frontal lobe function (which supports cognitive control to suppress
unwanted information and focus on desired information) and aligns with
socio emotional selectivity theory — the idea that as time horizons grow
shorter, people prioritize emotionally meaningful, pleasant experiences.

The neurobiology underlying this age-related positivity effect is an active
area of research. Some fMRI studies indicate that older adults show
reduced reactivity of the amygdala to negative stimuli but maintain or even
increase reactivity to positive stimuli, compared to younger adults
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. It is as if the older brain becomes tuned to
accentuate the positive and eliminate the negative, to quote the old song.
This doesn’t mean seniors cannot remember sad or frightening events —
they certainly can, especially very significant ones. But on average,
emotional memory in later life shows a tilt toward positivity, which
likely contributes to the maintenance of emotional well-being. In fact,
surveys indicate that healthy older adults experience fewer negative
emotions in daily life than younger adults, partly thanks to these memory
biases and emotion regulation strategies pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. This
demonstrates an important principle: memory is not just a cognitive
archive but is intimately linked with emotional needs and goals at each life
stage.

The Chemistry of Remembering Feelings

Delving deeper, what are the specific neurochemicals and changes that
encode an emotional memory? We already touched on adrenaline and
cortisol’s role in the heat of the moment. Beyond those initial modulators,
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gene expression and synaptic changes occur after emotional learning to
stabilize the memory trace. Norepinephrine (released by the amygdala
during arousal) helps set off a cascade of molecular events in brain cells of
the hippocampus that strengthen synaptic connections — essentially,
“gluing” the memory. This is one reason beta-blockers (drugs that block
adrenergic receptors) have been studied for possibly dampening traumatic
memories; by blocking adrenaline’s effects, they can impair the
consolidation of emotionally charged memories if given shortly after the
event. Conversely, enhancing noradrenergic activity can make memories
stronger.

Another player is dopamine — commonly associated with the brain’s
reward system. While dopamine is often linked to motivation and reward
(and we will discuss it in the context of music in Chapter 4), it also can
indirectly influence memory formation for emotionally significant events,
especially positive ones. Pleasant emotional experiences trigger dopamine
release in circuits connecting the midbrain and frontal regions, which can
reinforce the salience of those events. Additionally, endogenous opioids
(the brain’s natural painkillers and pleasure chemicals, like endorphins)
can be released during deeply comforting or loving experiences,
potentially contributing to the lasting emotional imprint. For instance, the
warm contentment of being hugged by one’s mother in childhood likely
involved oxytocin (the “bonding hormone”) and endorphins, which may
help cement that feeling into an implicit emotional memory of safety.

Finally, it’s worth noting that memory for emotion itself (how we felt
during an event) can sometimes dissociate from memory for facts. One
might not recall every detail of a high school graduation ceremony, but
still recall the pride and joy felt walking across the stage. Emotional
memory can thus be somewhat independent; you might forget the plot of a
sad movie but remember how deeply it made you sob. This is because the
amygdala-mediated system can store a kind of emotional summary of
events even when the hippocampal details are blurry. That emotional
memory can be reactivated by similar feelings later. This is evident in
phenomena like mood-congruent recall — when we are sad, we more easily
remember other sad times, because the emotional tone reawakens linked
memories.
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In pathological cases, emotional memory processes can go awry. In post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a harrowing event produces such a
strong emotional memory that it intrudes into the present in the form of
flashbacks and nightmares. The amygdala’s imprinting was so intense that
reminders trigger an almost relived experience. Conversely, some
neurodegenerative conditions and brain injuries can produce the opposite —
the flattening of emotional memories. For example, damage to the
amygdala (as in the famous case of patient “SM” who had calcification of
the amygdala) leads to an inability to feel fear and a failure to remember
fear-inducing experiences any better than boring ones. Such cases
underscore that the normal advantage emotion provides to memory is not
inevitable; it relies on specific brain systems functioning properly.

In summary, neurobiological research has illuminated a clear picture:
Emotions supercharge the memory formation process. The amygdala
serves as an alarm bell and amplifier, enlisting hormonal signals to mark
memories as significant. The result is that emotionally laden experiences
are preferentially encoded and can persist for a lifetime. This is why an
aging person might forget what they had for lunch but vividly recall the
moment 50 years ago when their first child was born, or why a smell of
certain perfume instantly brings back the bittersweet memory of a long-
gone loved one. Our emotional memories are central to our life narrative —
they constitute many of the “highs and lows” that we remember when we
look back. Understanding the biology behind this can also inform how we
harness emotional memory in therapeutic settings (as we will see in the
next chapter on dementia) and why certain experiences (like music,
addressed later) have such potent effects on memory and emotion alike.
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Chapter 3: Dementia and Reminiscence Therapy

Memory Loss and Emotional Memory in Dementia

Dementia, especially Alzheimer’s disease, is characterized by a
devastating decline in memory and other cognitive functions. Individuals
with Alzheimer’s typically struggle to form new memories and eventually
lose many recent recollections, often asking the same questions repeatedly
or forgetting conversations moments after they happen. However, one
striking aspect observed by caregivers and clinicians is that older
memories — especially those with strong emotional and personal
significance — tend to be relatively preserved until the later stages of
dementia. A person with advanced Alzheimer’s might not remember what
they ate for breakfast or even recognize a close family member at times,
yet they might still recall lyrics to a childhood lullaby or get misty-eyed
about their wedding day when prompted. This disparity arises because
dementia affects parts of the brain (like the hippocampus and cortical
areas) that encode and retrieve new information, while well-consolidated
long-term memories (some of which are stored across wide networks and
often linked with emotion) can linger on longer. Emotional memory often

has multiple reinforcement pathways, and even as explicit recall falters,
20 of 60



the feelings associated with certain beloved stimuli may remain. For
example, a dementia patient might hear an old love song and be unable to
state the title or when they last heard it, but they may start humming along
or show visible comfort because the emotional memory of that music
endures in some form.

Recognizing that not all memory is equally ravaged by dementia has
opened up avenues for improving patients’ quality of life. In particular, the
observation that people living with dementia can experience nostalgia “in
similar ways to cognitively healthy adults” pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov has
profound implications. A 2021 study by Ismail and colleagues found that
when individuals with dementia were prompted to narrate nostalgic
memories (as opposed to ordinary recent events), their stories contained
positive affect, references to social connections, and expressions of self-
identity like anyone else’s nostalgic recollections pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov.
Despite their cognitive impairment, these patients tapped into the same
self-oriented, social, and existential themes — they spoke of feeling
loved, of meaningful life moments, and of close relationships with warmth
and continuity pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. This suggests that the psychological
core of nostalgia remains accessible in dementia, even if other faculties
decline. In other words, dementia patients still harbor islands of
remembrance — especially emotionally important ones — that can be
reached with the right cues. This realization has given rise to
reminiscence therapy, a therapeutic approach that uses those cues to
stimulate memory and emotion in a beneficial way.

What is Reminiscence Therapy?

Reminiscence Therapy (RT) is a non-pharmacological intervention
widely used in dementia care. The concept is simple yet powerful: it
involves guiding individuals with dementia to recall and share memories
from their past, typically focusing on positive, significant events.
Therapists or caregivers employ various prompts to evoke these memories
— old photographs, familiar music, cherished objects (like a veteran’s
service medal or a wedding veil), or even specific scents and foods. The
goal is to spark recognition and reminiscence, thereby stimulating mental
activity and engaging the person in a meaningful way. According to
clinical descriptions, reminiscence therapy “involves discussing events and
experiences from the past” with the aim to evoke memories, stimulate
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mental activity and improve well-being pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Unlike
trying to reinforce short-term memory (which is often futile in
Alzheimer’s), RT strategically taps into preserved long-term memories,
especially those with emotional resonance.

A typical reminiscence session might be organized around a theme — for
example, “childhood and school days” or “music of the 1960s” — and a
facilitator will introduce related media to the participants. In a group
setting, perhaps a circle of seniors with dementia will pass around a
vintage school workbook or listen to a popular song from their youth, and
each is encouraged to share any memories or feelings that arise. The
atmosphere is kept supportive and failure-free; even if someone’s details
are confused or they drift in and out of the present, the emphasis is on
engaging them in the moment of reminiscence, not on factual accuracy.
Often the mere act of hearing a familiar song or smelling a familiar aroma
(like fresh-baked bread that might recall a family kitchen) can brighten the
person’s mood or prompt non-verbal reactions — tapping feet, smiling,
sometimes even singing or dancing spontaneously. These reactions
indicate that deep parts of the memory and emotional system are being
activated.

Why reminiscence? Research indicates that this therapy can yield
multiple benefits for people with dementia. A review on reminiscence
therapy found that it can increase cognitive function and quality of life,
while reducing depressive symptoms in people with dementia
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. The cognitive gains, while not a reversal of
dementia, might include modest improvements or maintenance of
orientation, attention, communication, or memory test scores in some
cases. More pronounced are the emotional and behavioral
improvements: many patients show reduced apathy and agitation and
improved mood after engaging in reminiscence activities. By focusing on
happy memories, RT often elicits smiles and laughter, reinforcing positive
emotions. It’s common for a withdrawn, silent patient to become more
talkative when reminiscing about their youth, or for a person who had been
anxious to appear calmer and content during and after a session. The
therapy also tends to improve relationships between the person with
dementia and their caregivers or family. Instead of frustrating attempts at
short-term memory quizzes (“Do you remember what you had for lunch?”

which can cause embarrassment or anger), reminiscence allows for
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pleasant, failure-free interaction centered on what the person can
remember. A daughter might learn new stories about her mother’s early
life, fostering connection, or a professional caregiver might simply enjoy
seeing their patient animated and engaged as they talk about “the old
days.” In sum, reminiscence therapy meets people with dementia where
they are — in the realm of long-term memory — and uses that as a bridge to
enhance mood and communication in the here-and-now.

Harnessing Music, Culture, and Nostalgia in Dementia Care

One of the most effective tools in reminiscence therapy is music. Musical
memory is notably robust; patients who cannot recall family members’
names might still recall every word of a lullaby or a religious hymn
learned in childhood. Music seems to access not only associative memory
(lyrics, melody) but also deep emotional circuits, often sparking joy or
comfort. Recognizing this, many care homes have introduced personalized
music programs. A well-known example is the Music & Memory
program, popularized by the documentary Alive Inside, where iPods
loaded with a patient’s favorite songs are given to them. The results can be
astonishing: even individuals in advanced dementia who barely speak
might light up, start singing, or move rhythmically when hearing “their”
music. These cases dramatically illustrate that “meaningful music
stimulates the brain to awaken positive memories” frontiersin.org. As
researchers note, music therapy and reminiscence therapy work by
arousing personal memories, and music in particular can enhance the
recall experience frontiersin.org. The melody serves as a potent cue that
drills through the fog of dementia, directly touching the emotional core.

A growing body of research backs the utility of what we might call
nostalgic music therapy. A recent study in 2023 combined nostalgic
reminiscence activities with music for patients with mild to moderate
Alzheimer’s over 12 weeks. The findings were encouraging: compared to a
control group with standard care, the group receiving nostalgic music
therapy showed improved cognitive function, improved mood (lower
anxiety and depression scores), and even better sleep quality
frontiersin.org. Specifically, their Mini-Mental State Exam (MMSE) and
other cognitive test scores declined less or even improved slightly,
suggesting that engaging the mind with music and memories can
temporarily shore up cognitive performance frontiersin.org. Moreover,
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measures of emotional well-being improved; patients were less anxious
and less depressed after weeks of regularly listening to familiar beloved
music and reminiscing, and they slept better at night (poor sleep is a
common problem in dementia) frontiersin.org. These outcomes highlight
how non-drug interventions tapping into emotional memory can
tangibly help dementia patients, without the side effects that medications
often bring.

In designing reminiscence interventions, personalization and cultural
relevance are key. Effective reminiscence is tailored to the individual’s
history — their era of youth, their culture, their unique experiences.
Generic “old time music” might not resonate with someone from a
different background. For instance, a patient who grew up in India will
have different nostalgic touchstones than someone from England, and a
person who was a teenager in the 1950s will respond to different songs
than one who was a teenager in the 1970s. Hence, therapists often gather
life story information from families to curate appropriate materials.
Researcher Bayram (2024) emphasized that activities and discussions
centered around one’s family or traditional cultural experiences are
crucial in reminiscence therapy frontiersin.org. Incorporating cultural
music and customs can evoke positive memories and heighten the sense
of identity and belonging, thereby enhancing well-being frontiersin.org.
For example, singing a traditional folk song in the patient’s native
language, or reminiscing about a cultural festival they celebrated in youth,
can trigger proud and happy memories that generic Western pop music
might not. One study found that when music associated with a patient’s
own cultural heritage was used, it evoked especially strong positive
responses and improved subjective well-being frontiersin.org.

Given these insights, a novel trend is emerging: integrative reminiscence
programs that blend music, art, storytelling, and even multisensory
stimulation (like recreating the smell of a traditional dish or the feel of
common objects from the past). For example, “memory boxes” or
“reminiscence Kits” are sometimes assembled, containing items such as
replica newspapers from the person’s younger years, objects like old coins
or postcards, and recordings of period-specific sounds (like steam train
whistles or old radio jingles). These serve as conversation pieces to spark
stories. Virtual Reality (VR) technology is also being explored: immersive

VR experiences can place a person in a 3D simulation of, say, a 1950s
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diner or their childhood hometown, to elicit reminiscences in a very
engaging way. Early trials of VR-based reminiscence therapy have
shown that it can further improve mood and cognitive engagement, as
patients are delighted to “visit” familiar places from their past in virtual
form pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov ageing.ox.ac.uk. It is like a high-tech extension
of traditional reminiscence, and while more research is needed, it holds
promise in making therapy even more effective for a generation of seniors
who are increasingly comfortable with technology.

Life Stories and Person-Centered Care

At its heart, reminiscence therapy aligns with a person-centered approach
to dementia care. It treats individuals not as patients defined by what
they’ve lost, but as people with rich histories worth sharing. Engaging
someone in telling their life story — even if only fragments can be retrieved
— affirms their identity and dignity. Many memory care units create *life
story books” for each resident: a scrapbook of photos and captions that
staff can use to prompt conversation (“I see you were a teacher. What was
your school like?””). This not only aids the person’s recall but educates new
caregivers about that person’s background, enabling more personalized
interaction. Reminiscence thus can also reduce behavioral problems in
dementia by ensuring that care approaches acknowledge the person’s past
preferences and joys. For instance, an agitated patient might be soothed by
staff knowing to play their favorite genre of music or talk about their
hometown.

The benefits of reminiscence extend to caregivers and family members too.
It can be emotionally rewarding for family to see their loved one “come
alive” when discussing familiar memories. Many describe moments of
reminiscence as a chance to reconnect, however briefly, with the person
“as they used to be.” This can alleviate some caregiver stress and grief.
Moreover, gathering reminiscences can create a legacy document —
recording stories that might have been lost — which families cherish. Some
families continue reminiscence sessions even in later stages when verbal
communication is minimal, using sensory cues (like smelling a favorite
perfume together or looking at pictures) to share silent moments of
connection. The response might be just a smile or a squeeze of the hand
from the person with dementia, but it is meaningful.
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It should be acknowledged that reminiscence therapy is generally most
effective in mild to moderate dementia. In very advanced dementia, the
person may not consistently recognize the prompts or may only respond at
a nonverbal level. Still, even then, music can sometimes break through
when nothing else does. Also, while usually positive, occasionally a
memory cue can stir up sadness or frustration (for example, reminding
someone of a deceased spouse). Therapists are trained to handle such
moments by gently redirecting focus to a happier topic if needed, or
allowing the person to express grief if that is cathartic. Overall, studies
indicate the positive outcomes far outweigh negatives, especially when
care is taken to choose generally pleasant reminiscence themes.

In conclusion, reminiscence therapy leverages the resilience of
emotional and long-term memory to enrich the lives of those living
with dementia. By focusing on what remains — the songs, stories, and
feelings from long ago that still reside in the mind and heart — this
approach sidesteps the deficits and taps into enduring strengths. It
illustrates a broader point: that emotional memory can be a doorway to
reach individuals who are otherwise losing their grip on reality. Engaging
that emotional memory through nostalgic media and conversation brings
comfort, lucidity, and joy, even if temporarily. The gentle glow of the past
becomes a therapeutic light in the present darkness of memory loss. This
not only improves day-to-day well-being for patients, but also humanizes
care, reminding all involved that the essence of the person is still there,
shining through the fog when illuminated by the warmth of reminiscence.
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Chapter 4: Music and Addiction-like Brain Activity

Music’s Powerful Grip on the Brain

Few experiences in life can compare to the thrill of hearing a favorite piece
of music. A swelling symphony movement, the driving beat of a rock
anthem, or the nostalgic melody of a childhood song — these can evoke
chills, goosebumps, laughter, or tears. People often describe music as
“Intoxicating” or say “I’m addicted to this song!” Such expressions turn
out to be more than metaphor. Modern neuroscience has revealed that
music activates the brain’s reward circuitry in ways that closely
mirror more primal rewards like food, sex, and even addictive drugs
theguardian.com pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. In other words, the euphoria one
feels when a musical climax sends shivers down the spine is rooted in the
same neural processes that underlie pleasure and reinforcement in general.
Understanding this not only validates the deep emotional significance of
music, but also provides insight into why music can be such a compelling,
mood-altering force (for good and, theoretically, for ill).

One landmark study in 2011 by researcher Valorie Salimpoor and
colleagues made headlines by showing direct evidence of dopamine
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release during music listening. Using a combination of brain imaging
techniques (fMRI and PET scans), they found that when individuals
listened to intensely pleasurable music (music of their own choosing that
gave them “chills”), their brains released dopamine, the primary
neurotransmitter of the brain’s reward system pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov.
Remarkably, dopamine was released in two phases: during the anticipation
leading up to the emotional peak of the music (in the caudate nucleus), and
again during the peak emotional moment, particularly in the nucleus
accumbens (NAcc) pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. The nucleus accumbens is
often dubbed the brain’s “pleasure center” or reward hub — it’s the same
area that lights up in response to delicious food, sexual orgasm, winning
money, or psychoactive drugs like cocaine. Salimpoor’s work
demonstrated that music, an abstract sequence of sounds with no obvious
survival value, can tap into this ancient reward circuitry that evolved to
reinforce life-sustaining or procreative activities theguardian.com
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Effectively, the brain treats the intense pleasure
from music similarly to other biologically significant pleasures, by
releasing the chemical signals that say “This is wonderful — do it again!”
theguardian.com pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov.

Subsequent studies have reinforced these findings. For example, another
experiment showed that if you pharmacologically tinker with the
dopamine system, you alter musical pleasure: giving people levodopa
(which increases dopamine) made their music listening more enjoyable
and motivating, whereas giving them risperidone (a dopamine antagonist)
dampened the pleasure — participants even reported that their favorite
songs didn’t “feel” the same pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. This provides causal
evidence that dopamine is not just correlated with, but actually mediating
part of the musical experience pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. Likewise, on the
opioid side of the reward system, a 2017 study by Daniel Levitin’s team
showed that blocking the brain’s opioid receptors with naltrexone
significantly blunted people’s normal emotional response to their beloved
songs — they no longer got the same pleasure, even though they recognized
the music mcgill.ca. Participants commented things like “I know this is my
favorite song but it’s not doing anything for me,” highlighting how
removing the brain’s own opioids stripped music of its joy mcgill.ca.
These findings reveal that the endogenous opioid system (which
contributes to sensations of pleasure and contentment) is directly
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involved in musical euphoria mcgill.camcgill.ca. In short, music engages
both the dopamine-driven “wanting” circuits and the opioid-driven
“liking” circuits of the brain’s reward network — the same systems that are
hijacked by addictive substances.

Is Music an Addiction or a Natural High?

The fact that music triggers the brain’s reward centers raises an intriguing
question: Can music be considered a kind of addiction, or produce
addiction-like effects? Generally speaking, music lacks many of the
harmful qualities of addictive drugs. It does not create chemical
dependence or withdrawal symptoms in the way substances do, and it
typically doesn’t lead to the life-destructive patterns associated with
addiction. However, in terms of neural activation, listening to favorite
music can indeed be compared to other pleasurable behaviors that
have addictive potential. Scientists often jovially use the phrase “sex,
drugs, and rock ’n’ roll” to underscore that all these things overlap in the
neurochemical domain. A news release from McGill University about
Levitin’s opioid study even titled it “Sex, drugs, and rock & roll chemistry
in the brain,” noting that “the same brain-chemical system that mediates
feelings of pleasure from sex, recreational drugs, and food is also critical
to experiencing musical pleasure.” mcgill.ca. This highlights that from the
brain’s perspective, the bliss from a great musical piece is not
fundamentally different in kind from other natural highs.

However, music is arguably a healthier way to stimulate these reward
pathways. It provides what some call a “natural high” — intense pleasure
without physical ingestion of a substance. People do exhibit behaviors
with music that resemble those with mild addictions: eagerly seeking out
the stimulus, craving it when deprived, experiencing mood enhancement
upon consumption, and perhaps needing more of it in certain contexts (e.g.
exploring new genres or increasing volume/intensity for greater effect).
But crucially, music doesn’t create tolerance in the same damaging
way; if anything, familiarity can deepen appreciation rather than dull it,
and one doesn’t need ever-increasing doses of music to feel good — one
can even enjoy the same song repeatedly for years. There’s also no direct
negative health impact of “overdosing” on music (aside from possible
hearing damage at extreme volumes). So while music can act on the
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brain’s reward system like a drug, it is a benign or even beneficial
addiction for most people.

Neurobiologically, what makes music so pleasurable? Research suggests a
combination of factors. One is the element of anticipation and
prediction. As we listen to music, our brain is constantly predicting where
the melody or rhythm will go. When the music meets or artfully violates
our expectations in just the right way, it yields a reward response.
Salimpoor noted, “What makes music so emotionally powerful is the
creation of expectation... activity in the nucleus accumbens indicates
expectations are being met or surpassed.” theguardian.com. Essentially, a
musical resolution or a drop in a dance track can feel rewarding because it
scratches an anticipatory itch the brain has developed. The nucleus
accumbens lights up especially when a song delivers a delightful surprise
or the climax we’ve been waiting for theguardian.com theguardian.com.
This ties into the dopamine release during the buildup and peak of a song.
The brain treats the resolution of musical tension as a rewarding event.

Another factor is emotional resonance. Music can convey or induce a vast
range of emotions — happiness, sorrow, triumph, nostalgia, fear. When
music aligns with or changes our emotional state, it activates emotional
centers (like the amygdala, hippocampus, and ventral striatum) that also
feed into the reward circuit. A melancholic melody might make us feel a
sweet sadness that we find moving, whereas a vigorous rhythm might
energize and elate us. The ability of music to tap into our emotional
memories also enhances pleasure — hearing a song that was playing during
one’s first dance at prom can flood a person with warm nostalgic emotion,
further engaging reward pathways (as discussed earlier, nostalgia itself has
calming, positive effects). Thus, music’s power lies in a unique blend of
cognitive stimulation, emotional arousal, and cultural/personal
meaning, all converging in the brain’s reward hubs.

Chasing the Musical High

Functional brain imaging has painted vivid pictures of the brain on music.
Aside from nucleus accumbens activity, studies find that during peak
music pleasure, there is increased connectivity between the auditory areas
(which process the sound’s features) and the mesolimbic reward system
(which includes the NAcc, ventralteg mental area, etc.) theguardian.com
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theguardian.com. The brain effectively links the pattern of the music to the
generation of pleasure. Interestingly, how much someone enjoys a
particular piece correlates with the intensity of their brain’s response. In
one experiment, researchers let people hear snippets of songs they’d never
heard and decide if they liked them enough to buy them. Brain scans
showed that the more someone was willing to spend on a new song, the
stronger their nucleus accumbens activation was to that song
theguardian.com theguardian.com. In essence, the brain’s reward response
predicted the subjective value of the music to the listener. This
demonstrates a neural basis for why we choose to replay certain songs over
and over — they are literally rewarding our brains in measurable ways.

The term “addiction-like” is apt when we consider that some individuals
use music in ways comparable to a psychoactive substance. For example,
people often use music deliberately to regulate mood: a pick-me-up song
when feeling down, calming music when anxious, aggressive music when
needing an adrenaline boost. There is evidence that, akin to drug use, some
may develop a psychological dependence on constant music listening for
mood regulation or even experience cravings for music. Brain imaging
indicates that just thinking about a favorite song can activate the reward
circuitry a bit, similar to how thinking about food can trigger dopamine
release in anticipation. Craving for music is usually harmless, but it
illustrates the compelling draw that music has — our brains learn that music
can reliably produce pleasure and thus we seek it regularly.

Importantly, unlike substance addiction, the reward system’s engagement
by music doesn’t typically lead to harmful neuroadaptations. If anything, it
may have beneficial ones: listening to music can reduce stress hormone
levels, increase dopamine and endorphins, and even boost immune
function in some studies. Music is being investigated as a therapy for
depression and pain management because of its ability to naturally trigger
the body’s pleasure and pain-relief chemistry (dopamine and opioids). In
one sense, music might be viewed as a healthy addiction — a source of
pleasure that exercises the brain’s reward pathways without external
toxins. That said, moderation and context matter; for instance, someone
using music with headphones all day might isolate themselves socially, or
loud music can impair hearing, but these are peripheral issues.
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From an evolutionary standpoint, the fact that music can hijack reward
pathways that evolved for other purposes has puzzled researchers. Some
propose that music’s effect is a fortunate byproduct of the brain’s pattern-
recognition and social bonding systems. Others suggest that music may
have offered evolutionary advantages by enhancing social cohesion or
mother-infant bonding (lullabies), thus its reward value encouraged those
behaviors. Regardless, it’s clear that the human brain is wired to derive
intense pleasure from music, making it a universal aspect of human
culture.

When Music Becomes Therapy

The strong influence of music on brain chemistry has practical
applications. We’ve already seen how music is used in dementia care. It’s
also used in treating Parkinson’s disease (rthythms can improve gait), in
stroke rehabilitation (helping patients regain speech through singing
therapy), and in mental health. For instance, some addiction recovery
programs incorporate music therapy, as music can activate reward
pathways in a positive way and help manage cravings. Music can also help
release dopamine in depressed patients who have anhedonia (inability to
feel pleasure), potentially giving them a safe “dose” of pleasure.

Intriguingly, one study found that individuals with substance use disorders
sometimes experience heightened responsiveness to music — possibly
because their dopamine systems are sensitized pnas.org. This raises the
question of whether music might provide a substitute high that could help
fulfill some of the reward cravings in early recovery from drugs. On the
flip side, certain songs or genres might be associated with drug use in
memory and potentially trigger cravings (for example, someone who
always listened to a particular album while using a drug might feel an urge
when hearing those tracks sciencedirect.com). Thus, therapists carefully
consider music choices in such contexts.

In popular discourse, people sometimes half-jokingly call themselves
“music addicts” or say a catchy tune is “like a drug.” The neurobiology
tells us there’s truth in that: the dopaminergic rush and endogenous
opioid release that a beloved song produces is pharmacologically akin to a
dose of a mild stimulant combined with a gentle opiate, internally
generated. Fortunately, our natural neural pharmacy tends to dose us with
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just the right amounts to feel pleasure without dire side effects. Cases of
actual “music addiction” causing harm are virtually unheard of in clinical
literature, aside from rare instances of people playing music at unsafe
volumes or neglecting other duties because they are engrossed in music.
Instead, heavy engagement with music is usually linked with positive
outcomes — emotional fulfillment, stress relief, even improved cognitive
performance (listening to music can enhance focus or creativity for some

people).

The Universality of Musical Pleasure

One remarkable aspect is how universal and accessible this form of
pleasure is. Virtually every human culture has music and dance, suggesting
a deep-rooted biological basis. Even infants respond with calming or
excitement to music long before they understand words. In brain scans of
newborns, rudimentary reward circuit responses to consonant (pleasant) vs
dissonant (harsh) tones have been observed. We seem predisposed to find
certain musical patterns rewarding. Over our lives, we also develop
personal associations — the song from one’s first love, the anthem of one’s
rebellious teenage phase — layering memory and meaning onto the intrinsic
effects of the music.

The overlap of music’s effect with other joys also demystifies why
combining music with activities can amplify pleasure: think of music
during exercise (it reduces perceived exertion and boosts mood via
dopamine), music at celebrations (enhancing social bonding and euphoria),
or even music in spiritual rituals (adding a transcendent emotional layer).
The brain’s reward system is being doubly stimulated — by the activity
itself and the musical overlay.

To answer whether music is literally addictive, scientists tend to say it
doesn’t meet the harmful dysfunction criterion of addiction, but it certainly
is addiction-like in its neurochemical effects. One might say, borrowing
terms, that music leads to a “natural dependence” — one we have no desire
to break because it enriches rather than diminishes our lives. After all, if
being “hooked” on music means routinely experiencing joy, comfort, and
deep emotional connection, then this is one addiction society can
wholeheartedly encourage.
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In conclusion, music’s interaction with the brain’s reward circuitry
explains the intense reactions and deep attachment many of us have to our
favorite tunes. It is fascinating that an art form can biologically tickle
the same pathways as primal drives theguardian.com, essentially making
neurons dance with dopamine and endorphins. This knowledge not only
deepens our appreciation for music’s power but also opens avenues for
utilizing music strategically in healthcare — as a mood enhancer, stress
reducer, and adjunct therapy for various conditions. So the next time you
feel goosebumps during that epic chorus or find yourself replaying a song
for the tenth time in a row, you can smile knowing that your brain is
dosing you with its own exquisite cocktail of reward chemicals — a safe
high courtesy of harmonies and rhythms.
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Chapter 5: Emotional Memory in Pre-Industrial and Media-
Isolated Societies

Nostalgia Before Modern Media

Nostalgia today often conjures images of old movies, retro music, classic
cars, and vintage fashion — largely a product of the past century’s mass
media and consumer culture. But the feeling of nostalgia long predates
record players and photo albums. In pre-industrial societies, where life
was more static and media technology minimal or non-existent, people still
experienced poignant longings for the past or for distant homes. In fact, the
very concept of “nostalgia” was born in a pre-industrial context. The term
nostalgia was coined in 1688 by Swiss medical student Johannes Hofer,
who observed a pattern among soldiers and domestic servants living far
from home: they became physically and emotionally ill from longing for
their homeland the-scientist.com. At that time, nostalgia was regarded as a
form of extreme homesickness — a literal yearning to return to one’s native
place — rather than a general wistfulness for times gone by. It was
considered a serious disorder; some sufferers were said to waste away or
even die from what was deemed an excess of pining and melancholia the-
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scientist.com. For instance, Hofer recounted the case of a young woman
living away from her village who fell ill, refusing to eat or speak except to
express her desire to go home; upon finally returning home, she rapidly
recovered the-scientist.com. Early remedies for nostalgia, though often
misguided, underscore how real and intense the emotional memory of
home could be: one 18th-century Russian general, in a cruel attempt to
cure his troops’ nostalgia, reportedly had a soldier buried alive as a
deterrent to others — an extreme measure reflecting how debilitating
homesickness was considered the-scientist.com. In France it was called
mal du pays(“‘country sickness”), and military doctors at times prescribed
harsh stimuli like “pain and terror” to jolt patients out of nostalgic fixation
the-scientist.com.

These historical anecdotes highlight that in pre-industrial times emotional
memory attached to one’s homeland and childhood was profoundly
powerful, to the point of causing psychosomatic illness. In an era when
travel was arduous and communication over distance was slow or
impossible, being separated from the familiar triggers (family, village,
landscapes, folksongs) that anchored one’s early memories could lead to
despair. Without photographs or telephones, memories of home might
fade, and that very fading spurred anxiety — the fear of forgetting loved
ones’ faces or the sound of one’s mother tongue. Nostalgic individuals in
those days clung desperately to mental images and songs as lifelines to
their identity. It’s notable that some treatments for nostalgia involved
sensory reminders of home: Swiss doctors observed that playing Alpine
folk melodies on the alphorn could console Swiss mercenaries longing for
their mountain villages, a sort of early music therapy for homesickness
(anecdotal reports say that Swiss soldiers in foreign service were even
forbidden from singing certain homeland songs, as it could trigger
incapacitating nostalgia). Thus, even without “media” in the modern sense,
music and story were crucial carriers of emotional memory. A simple
folk tune or a passed-down legend could encapsulate home and history,
sustaining exiles emotionally.

Gradually, as the 19th and 20th centuries arrived and psychology evolved,
the understanding of nostalgia shifted. By the early 1900s, clinicians
realized that what they had labeled as nostalgia was not a unique disease
but overlapped with known conditions like melancholia, depression, and

what later would be called PTSD (for example, the shell-shocked
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soldiers of World War I often voiced longing for the pre-war days,
intertwining trauma with nostalgia) the-scientist.com. The word
“nostalgia” evolved to mean a more generalized sentimental yearning for
the past, not just literal homesickness. But looking at pre-industrial and
non-Western contexts reminds us that for much of history, nostalgia was
fundamentally about place and Kin — a spatial and social longing more
than a temporal one. If a medieval person felt nostalgic, it was likely
focused on returning to their village and family, rather than wishing for
“the good old days” in abstract. In fact, some scholars argue that our
modern idea of nostalgia as a diffuse yearning for bygone times arose only
when rapid social change (industrialization, urbanization, technological
change) made the pace of life and environment different from one’s youth.
In pre-industrial static societies, a person’s old age environment was often
not dramatically different from their youth, so one would be more prone to
specific homesickness if displaced, rather than a broad sense that “the past
was better.”

Emotional Memory Without Recorded Media

Consider a small agrarian community two centuries ago. How were
memories preserved and shared? There were no photographs to capture a
moment, no audio recordings of grandma’s lullaby, no video of one’s
wedding. Memory lived in people’s minds, and in collective practices.
Emotional memories were transmitted through oral tradition, rituals, and
physical mementos or landmarks. For example, a carved wooden toy
might be handed down generations, carrying sentimental value and stories.
A particular tree in the village might be remembered as the spot where
festivals were held or lovers met, becoming a living monument to
communal memories. Oral societies often embedded important memories
in stories and songs. These forms of oral literature served a dual function:
they preserved facts (history, genealogy) and also preserved emotional
lessons and values. Anthropologists note that oral societies worked hard
to preserve their communal memories by passing along traditions that
would not change ehrmanblog.org. Repetition, mnemonic devices like
rhyme and rhythm, and communal recitations all ensured that memories —
both practical and emotional — endured even without writing.

Emotional memory in such contexts was often collective. If a great tragedy
occurred (say, a famine or a war), the community’s story-tellers would
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encode that event into myths or cautionary tales that were retold, imbuing
future generations with a somber emotional memory of something they
never personally experienced. On the other hand, great joys (like an
abundant harvest or the founding of the village) might be commemorated
in festival songs or celebrations that recreate the feeling every year,
effectively recharging the emotional memory across time. One
fascinating example comes from indigenous oral histories around the
world: many contain surprisingly accurate “memories” of events centuries
or millennia before, such as volcanic eruptions or migrations. For instance,
Aboriginal Australian songlines and stories have preserved details of
coastline changes and volcanic eruptions that occurred thousands of years
ago, by wrapping the factual content in emotionally resonant narrative and
song aeon.coaeon.co. The case of the Klamath people in Oregon is
illustrative: their legend of a god’s battle, passed down through
generations, turned out to recall the eruption of Mount Mazama ~7,700
years ago that formed Crater Lake aeon.co. The awe and fear embedded in
that myth acted as an emotional vessel, preserving the memory of a real
cataclysm long before science documented it.

In media-isolated societies (whether by time or choice, such as certain
remote tribes or groups like the Amish who limit modern media), memory
remains primarily personal and interpersonal. People rely on their own
faculties and each other to remember. This can lead to some differences in
memory culture. For one, there may be greater emphasis on ritualistic
remembrance — holidays, ceremonies, and storytelling circles serve to jog
memory and keep the past alive. Also, roles like oral historians, elders, or
bards become key; they act as living archives of the community’s past.
Emotion plays a vital role in their narratives — a dry recitation is less
memorable than one that moves the audience, so important memories are
often encoded in emotionally charged ways. Pre-industrial folks might
remember a past hero not just as a name and dates, but through a stirring
song about his deeds that makes listeners feel pride or sorrow, thereby
cementing the memory.

Without ubiquitous media to prompt spontaneous nostalgia (like today one
might randomly hear a *90s hit on the radio and be thrown back to high
school days), people in earlier eras likely engaged in nostalgia more
deliberately or situationally. One obvious trigger was storytelling within

families. Long winter nights might be spent with grandparents telling the
38 of 60


https://aeon.co/essays/the-stories-of-oral-societies-arent-myths-theyre-records#:~:text=What%20sounded%20to%20Steel%20like,generations%20by%20word%20of%20mouth
https://aeon.co/essays/the-stories-of-oral-societies-arent-myths-theyre-records#:~:text=many%20do%2C%20filled%20with%20freshwater,generations%20by%20word%20of%20mouth
https://aeon.co/essays/the-stories-of-oral-societies-arent-myths-theyre-records#:~:text=What%20sounded%20to%20Steel%20like,generations%20by%20word%20of%20mouth

young ones “back in my day” tales, transmitting both knowledge and a
sense of continuity. These stories often carried emotional tones — humor,
moral lessons, cautionary sadness — making them memorable. Physical
spaces and objects also played a bigger role: an heirloom chest or a
centuries-old tree can be tangible focal points for memory and veneration,
in a way that perhaps a digital photo can’t match in gravitas. In this sense,
emotional memory was tied to the land and the tangible environment.
Homes themselves were memory palaces; generations lived and died in the
same house, each layer of memory adding to its aura. Contrast that with
modern life where people move frequently — nostalgia now often attaches
to portable media (videos, photos) rather than fixed locales.

The Role of Isolation and Change

Media-isolated societies provide a sort of window into what human
memory might be like without the constant external reminders we have
today. Some researchers have wondered: do people in oral cultures have
better natural memory? The answer is nuanced. They often develop better
techniques for memorization, but it’s not that their brains are inherently
different. They train memory through need and practice — epic poems are
remembered verbatim by bards, genealogies recited across tens of
generations. But there’s also less information overload; remembering
one’s cultural lore is achievable when it’s a finite corpus, unlike today’s
firehose of data. This may allow emotional memories to remain clearer as
well, not drowned out by a thousand trivial tweets and TV episodes. A
person in 1800 knew far fewer faces and songs in their lifetime than a
person in 2025 does, which could mean each memory was more precious
and singular.

It is interesting to consider how nostalgia might manifest in a society
that hasn’t experienced rapid technological change or globalization.
For instance, in a traditional village where life for the youth is much like it
was for the elders, nostalgia might focus more on personal life stages
(“when I was newly married...” or “when I was a child and my parents
were alive...”) rather than on cultural epochs (“the 80s had the best
music!” — a modern refrain). Nostalgia would be intimately tied with the
natural cycles — seasons, harvests, etc., because those mark time. An old
farmer might wax nostalgic about a particularly bountiful harvest year or
the winter when everyone gathered around the hearth during a blizzard.
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These memories are deeply sensory and communal but lack the layer of
mass media iconography (no “retro TV shows” to recall, etc.). In some
ways, this is a purer form of nostalgia, anchored entirely in lived
experience and local culture.

Yet, even in such contexts, humans seem to develop symbolic surrogates
for memory. Think of folk songs — many are essentially repositories of
communal nostalgia, each generation adding emotional patina. A lullaby
sung to each generation of children becomes a multi-generational
emotional memory; whenever a person hears it in old age, they remember
not only their own mother singing it, but the fact that it links back to
countless ancestors. Similarly, visiting the village graveyard and telling
stories of ancestors is a practice that can stir collective nostalgia for an
ancestral “golden age” or heroic past. These habits filled the role that
media now often plays in triggering remembrance.

One might ask: were people in the past more or less nostalgic than we are
today? On one hand, modern people have formalized nostalgia — we
celebrate “retro” and often idealize past decades precisely because change
is so fast now. There’s also a commercial aspect (companies selling
nostalgia-themed products, etc.). Pre-industrial people might not have
conceptualized nostalgia the same way, but they certainly felt longing for
the past. The difference is, before the Industrial Revolution, life’s rhythm
was more circular and repetitive, so the gap between past and present felt
smaller. In tightly-knit static communities, memory was more seamlessly
integrated into daily life: one literally walked the same paths their
forefathers did, sang the same songs, performed the same crafts. In that
sense, the whole culture functioned as a living memory. Emotional
memory was reinforced by continuity. Nostalgia may have flared most
when that continuity was disrupted (e.g., being taken to war or moving to a
city — then the longing for the village and its ways would hit intensely).

Media-isolated communities today, such as certain indigenous tribes or
cultural minorities that try to preserve old ways, often place high value on
memory preservation. They may resist modern media partly to keep the
integrity of their collective memory. Anthropologists studying such
communities find a strong sense of intergenerational memory
transmission. Elders teach youth through stories and ceremonies, ensuring
that emotional lessons (like respect for nature, or the grief of historical
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injustices) are not forgotten. In some cases, the lack of external media
means fewer distractions from processing life events emotionally. For
example, in a remote community without TV, a bereavement might be
collectively mourned with ritual and then remembered through oral
eulogies for years, whereas in a media-saturated society, one’s attention
might quickly shift to other things.

One might also consider the Amish or similar groups who intentionally
limit technology. They often emphasize simpler living and face-to-face
community. In such communities, nostalgia might take the form of
affection for “the old ways” — even among youth who choose to remain
Amish, there is a cultural nostalgia for maintaining practices from the 19th
century because it’s tied to values and faith. This is an unusual case of
intentional nostalgia shaping an entire society’s lifestyle (they live in the
past by choice, to an extent). Their emotional memory is reinforced by
deliberately keeping older customs alive, blurring nostalgia with normal
life.

Collective Memory and Identity

Pre-industrial societies often rely on collective memory to define group
identity. What a society chooses to remember or commemorate says a lot
about its values. Before modern media archives, collective memory was
curated by elders, shamans, priests, or historians who decided which
events were told and retold. Emotional resonance was key: events that
provoked strong collective emotions (joyous victories, tragic losses,
miraculous occurrences) tended to be enshrined in myth and ritual. This
ensured that generation after generation, people not only learned about the
events, but felr something about them — pride, mourning, reverence — as if
they remembered them firsthand. For example, many cultures have annual
ceremonies of remembrance (harvest festivals thanking ancestors, or
dramatic reenactments of a foundational migration). These serve to refresh
emotional memories and sustain group cohesion.

One could argue that in media-isolated contexts, emotional memory is
more of a shared, public phenomenon compared to the highly private
nostalgia we often think of today (like one person privately watching old
videos of their childhood). In a village, when elders reminisce around the
fire, the whole group partakes in that memory; it becomes part of
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everyone’s sense of a collective past. Media today allows each individual
to have their personalized nostalgia (your Spotify playlist of high school
songs, your phone’s gallery of photos), potentially leading to a more
individualistic experience of nostalgia. Historically, nostalgia might have
been more communal — a tribe might collectively long for “the time before
the flood” or “the era when our people were free,” etc., fostering solidarity
in the process.

Interestingly, even absent modern media, some pre-industrial societies
dealt with information overload in their own way — through ritual
forgetting. Not all memories were kept; some were allowed to fade if they
were not useful or if they threatened group harmony. This is akin to how
our own brains forget non-useful information. For emotional memories,
though, forgetting was harder unless ritually managed (e.g. taboos on
speaking of certain traumatic events might eventually cause them to drop
from collective memory).

In summary, emotional memory in pre-industrial and media-limited
contexts was maintained through human tradition and environment
rather than through artificial recording. People relied on storytelling, song,
ritual, and physical landmarks to evoke and pass on memories. The
nostalgia they felt was often deeply tied to home and kin, showing itself as
homesickness in those torn from their roots, or as reverence for ancestors
and bygone times within a community’s lore. While they lacked the
convenience of a photograph to reminisce over, they had rich narrative and
musical cultures that served a similar function: to carry feelings from the
past into the present. And perhaps one advantage of that world was a
certain focus — fewer but more deeply embedded emotional memories,
forming the backbone of a person’s and a community’s identity.

By examining these differences, we gain perspective on how the media-
saturated context of today might be altering the texture of nostalgia and
memory — a theme we will explore in the next chapter. We see that the
human impulse to reminisce and long for the past is not an artifact of
technology, but a basic human trait. Media have changed the triggers
and expression of that impulse, but not its existence. People have always
looked backward with mixed tears and smiles, whether by the glow of a
hearth listening to a bard, or by the glow of a screen watching a decades-
old home video. The forms evolve; the emotional core remains the same.
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Chapter 6: Implications for Culture and Future Cognition
A Nostalgic World: Cultural Trends

We live in a time often described as “nostalgia-soaked.” From Hollywood
reboots of old movies and reunion tours of bands popular decades ago, to
the throwback posts that clutter social media every Thursday
(#ThrowbackThursday), it seems society at large is indulging in collective
nostalgia. One reason is demographic: the world’s population is aging,
meaning a larger share of people are in their 50s, 60s, and beyond — life
stages when nostalgia tends to intensify. As mentioned earlier, by 2050 the
number of people over 60 is expected to double, reaching over 2 billion
globally azpbs.org. This gray wave will likely bring a heightened societal
focus on memories and past eras, not only in personal lives but in public
discourse, media, and policy (for example, increased attention to
preserving cultural heritage, history education, and perhaps a political pull
toward “the good old days”). An aging society might find comfort in
nostalgic media much as individuals do, which could shape entertainment
and consumer markets — we already see endless revival of vintage
fashions, classic game consoles, and period dramas catering to nostalgia.
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Moreover, the recognition of nostalgia’s benefits has begun to influence
culture in positive ways. What was once thought of as a bittersweet,
somewhat indulgent emotion is now understood to foster social
connectedness, well-being, even inspiration the-scientist.com. This has led
to a softening of the stigma around “living in the past.” It’s no longer
uncommon for self-help articles or therapists to suggest reminiscing as a
tool for mental health, or for community centers to host nostalgia nights
and intergenerational storytelling events on the premise that they can uplift
and unite people. Feeling nostalgia is increasingly seen as a unifying
emotional experience, one that can bridge groups (for instance, people
from different countries bonding over a shared love of 1970s music). In
fact, research by Clay Routledge and others finds that nostalgia often
strikes during times of transition or uncertainty, and rather than trapping
people in the past, it can serve as a resource for moving forward: after a
bout of nostalgia, people tend to feel more optimistic and motivated to
pursue future goals the-scientist.com. This insight could be harnessed in
cultural institutions — for example, museums using nostalgia in their
exhibits to instill hope and collective identity, or urban planners
incorporating historic elements in modern developments to give residents a
comforting sense of continuity amid change.

There is also a cautionary side: collective nostalgia can be co-opted in
cultural and political movements. History shows that in times of rapid
social change, movements often arise that glorify an idealized past —
sometimes with exclusionary or regressive overtones (the phrase “Make
_____Great Again” exemplifies this, where nostalgia for a supposedly
greater past is used to rally support). Collective nostalgia can strengthen
in-group bonds but also create rose-tinted memories that overlook
past injustices or hardships. So, while nostalgia can be a positive force,
it can also bias collective memory — every “good old days” had its
problems, which nostalgia tends to gloss over. Thus a society should
balance nostalgia with critical historical awareness. This is an implication
for education: teaching history in a way that respects emotional resonance
(we want people to feel connected to their heritage) but also encourages
factual accuracy and reflection, so that nostalgia doesn’t become distortion.

Technology: Memory Extension or Erosion?
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Perhaps the most profound changes ahead lie in how technology is altering
memory and nostalgia. We are in the midst of a digital revolution where
virtually every moment of our lives can be recorded and retrieved.
Smartphones, social media, cloud storage — these have created what some
call a “digital memory” for humanity. On one hand, this is a boon. We no
longer have to rely on fallible brains or fading photo prints; we can store
thousands of photographs, videos, and messages that document our
experiences. The EU research mentioned earlier highlights that the
explosion of digital records does improve memory for personal events
and can even support people with memory impairments
cordis.europa.eu. For instance, a person in early dementia might use a
digital photo frame cycling images of their family to help remember names
and relationships, effectively offloading some memory to an ever-present
aid. Even for healthy individuals, having easy access to past moments (say,
scrolling back in one’s Facebook timeline or checking old chat logs) can
reinforce memories and details that might otherwise be lost.

However, this ubiquity of digital memory comes with new dilemmas and
challenges. Dr. Fabian Hutmacher and colleagues proposed that digital
media is changing autobiographical memory’s nature, introducing both
opportunities and risks cordis.europa.eu. One concern is that if we
outsource too much memory to devices, our brains might not engage in the
same depth of encoding and consolidation — why strain to remember
something when you know you have it saved? There is talk of a “Google
effect” on memory: people are less likely to recall information they believe
is easily accessible online. Some fear this could lead to “digital
dementia,” a term (coined by Spitzer in 2012) that suggests heavy reliance
on screens might result in cognitive decline akin to dementia symptoms
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. While “digital dementia” isn’t a formally
recognized condition and evidence is mixed, studies do indicate that
mindlessly scrolling or overusing GPS for navigation can under-exercise
our memory and spatial skills amenclinics.com. On the other hand, other
researchers find that technology engagement, especially in older adults,
can correlate with better cognitive health — likely because it provides
mental stimulation, social connection, and cognitive challenges (learning
new apps, etc.) dellmed.utexas.edu. In fact, a study from the University of
Texas found that technology use in seniors was linked to better brain
health, countering the digital dementia fear and suggesting that tech can
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keep minds active dellmed.utexas.edu. The reality probably lies in how
technology is used — as a crutch that replaces thinking versus as a tool that
supplements and enriches thinking.

Beyond individual memory, there is the question of how the quality of
memory and nostalgia might change. Digital memories are often highly
curated. People tend to share and save highlights — smiling photos, fun
events — so one’s digital archive may paint an overly positive or glamorous
picture of the past. This curation can amplify nostalgia: when we look back
at our social media posts from years ago, we see a timeline of mostly
happy moments (since few people post about the boring or sad days in
equal measure). This might lead to an even stronger feeling that the past
(as digitally preserved) was wonderful and the present is mundane by
comparison. In a sense, technology may intensify the rosy bias of
nostalgia by serving as an edited mirror of the past. Additionally, with
Al and media editing, we can even enhance or alter past records — for
instance, using Al to colorize old black-and-white photos or to upsample
blurry videos. While this can make memories feel more immediate and
real, it also blurs lines: Are we remembering how it actually was, or an Al-
polished version of it?

There are also privacy and authenticity concerns. As noted in the
CORDIS summary, storing massive amounts of personal data raises risks
like privacy breaches or manipulation with deepfakes cordis.europa.eu.
Imagine a future where an Al could generate fake videos of your past that
never happened — this could distort personal memory if believed. Or
consider if a corporation controls your digital diary and decides to filter
what you see in your “On This Day” reminders. These scenarios, while
speculative, hint that our trust in digital memory systems needs safeguards.
The malleability of digital records means personal and collective
memory could be manipulated — a new form of memory distortion
beyond the brain’s own suggestibility. Society will have to develop norms
and perhaps regulations to protect the integrity of digital memories (for
example, watermarks on authentic photos, regulations against altering
historical media without disclosure, etc.).

On a more philosophical level, there’s the question of memory overload.
People in the past forgot a lot naturally, which might have helped them live
in the present. Now, a person can theoretically review every conversation,
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every photo ever taken, rekindling old emotions endlessly. Will this lead to
an unhealthy clinging to the past? Or will it make us more reflective and
wise by learning from such a complete record? It might vary by individual.
Some may get stuck in loops of nostalgia, constantly reliving college days
via videos and thus neglecting current social opportunities. Others might
use the archive to derive meaning and then actively create new memories.
The key will be developing healthy habits around digital nostalgia —
perhaps akin to how we learn to manage physical photo albums: enjoy
them occasionally, but don’t live in them.

The Future of Reminiscence and Cognitive Care

As we’ve seen, reminiscence therapy already benefits from technology like
personalized playlists and even VR. Looking ahead, we might see Al
companions for reminiscence. Imagine an Al that can compile a person’s
digital footprint (photos, music, social media posts) and converse with
them about their life, almost like a personalized biographer or memory
coach. For someone with dementia, this could be a game-changer: a voice
assistant might say, “Good morning, Jane. Today is your daughter Maria’s
birthday. Shall we look at some pictures of her as a child?”” then show
those, play a related song, and encourage happy talk. Such Al-driven
reminiscence could ensure no important memories fall through the cracks
and provide daily cognitive stimulation. Of course, sensitive handling
would be crucial — it must respond to the person’s emotional state and not
force memories that upset them. With careful programming (and input
from caregivers), it could reinforce positive memories and identity
continually.

In a broader cognitive health context, the principle that emotional
engagement aids memory might influence future learning and work. For
example, education systems might incorporate more emotional storytelling
into teaching history or science, knowing that if students feel something
about the material, they will remember it better. Workplaces might pay
more attention to making training experiences emotionally resonant for
better retention.

Another cultural implication concerns how younger generations, raised
with technology, will experience aging and nostalgia. A child born in 2025
might have almost every major moment of their life captured. By 2085
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when they are 60, they could literally relive their life via recordings. Will
this lead to a qualitatively different form of reminiscence? Perhaps
reminiscent of the sci-fi concept of “life-logging,” some people may opt to
record continuous video of their lives. With VR, they could step back into
any day from decades ago as if time-traveling. This might make nostalgia
more immersive — instead of just dreaming about the past, one could
virtually revisit it. That could be therapeutic in some cases (imagine being
able to virtually “spend a day” with your now-departed loved one by
playing back recorded interactions), but it could also complicate grief and
acceptance if overused. Society will need to navigate the emotional
ethics of such technology. Should one dwell in VR memories or limit
them? Do we risk neglecting the present if the past is too accessible? These
will be new psychological frontiers.

On a community level, technology also offers chances to preserve
memories that were previously lost. Many cultures worldwide are at risk of
losing languages and traditions as elders pass away. Now there are efforts
to digitally record elders telling stories, singing songs, demonstrating
crafts. This both preserves those cultural emotional memories and can be
reintroduced to younger members to foster cultural nostalgia and
continuity. For instance, an indigenous youth might grow up in a city but
through digital archives can see videos of their ancestors’ way of life,
possibly instilling pride and a sense of identity. Thus, technology can also
be a tool to strengthen collective memory and identity for minority or
dispersed communities.

Cognition in the Future: Augmented but Content?

Finally, there is the macro question of how all this will shape the human
mind’s evolution. We might be on the path to becoming hybrid memory
organisms, part-biological, part-digital in our cognitive ecosystem. Our
brains may focus more on interpretation and emotional experience, while
rote storage shifts to devices. This could free cognitive resources for
creativity — or, if mismanaged, make us more shallow, skimming
information because we assume it’s always retrievable. It becomes crucial
to train future minds in what one might call “memory literacy’ —
knowing what to remember versus what to outsource, how to engage with
digital memories meaningfully, and how to critically evaluate the past
(because with so much data, one can cherry-pick any narrative).
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From a neurological perspective, frequent nostalgia (especially positive
nostalgia) could be beneficial for emotional regulation, as it seems to
reduce stress and improve mood. So, a future where people regularly use
devices to prompt comforting nostalgic reveries might actually improve
mental health on average, provided it doesn’t tip into escapism. Indeed,
one could imagine doctors “prescribing” a 15-minute VR nostalgia session
to treat anxiety — letting a patient relax in a simulation of their happy
childhood home, for example, to soothe their nervous system.

Conversely, there’s a risk that constant connectivity leaves no space for
natural memory formation. If one is constantly photographing or posting
about an experience, does one encode it less deeply internally? Studies
have shown that taking too many photos can impair memory of the event
(a phenomenon called the “photo-taking impairment effect” — the brain
offloads remembering to the camera). Future cultural norms might swing
back toward mindful presence: perhaps after an initial wave of over-
recording life, people will deliberately abstain from capturing everything,
valuing the unique, ephemeral nature of unrecorded moments specifically
because they then live only in one’s memory. That could make those
personal memories more cherished. We see hints of this in movements that
encourage “digital detox” or experiences where phones are not allowed.

In conclusion, the interplay of nostalgic media, aging brains, and
emotional memory holds numerous implications for our culture and
cognitive future. Embracing nostalgia’s power can enrich lives and
strengthen social bonds, especially as populations age. Technological
advancements promise new ways to support memory and reminiscence —
offering tools to preserve and relive the past with unprecedented fidelity —
but also challenge us to use them wisely. The essence of nostalgia and
emotional memory is meaning: it’s how we derive meaning from the
passage of time and weave continuity in our lives. Whether through an old
song, a VR headset, or a grandparent’s tale by the fireside, the fundamental
human need is to feel that connection between yesterday, today, and
tomorrow. Moving forward, the task will be to integrate our shiny new
memory-extending gadgets with our age-old hearts and minds in a way
that honors that need. If we succeed, the future could be one where
technology and nostalgia together help us all feel more human, not less —
anchored by the past as we navigate the unknown future.
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Epilogue

A grandmother sits in a rocking chair, a VR visor over her eyes. To an
observer, it’s a strange juxtaposition — old age and cutting-edge
technology. But inside the visor, the woman is beaming with delight: she is
virtually walking through the house she grew up in, hearing her mother’s
laughter ring from the kitchen. Later, she takes off the device, eyes moist
but joyful, and begins telling her wide-eyed grandchildren a story from her
childhood that she had nearly forgotten. In another part of the world, a
young man scrolls through a social media feed and pauses at an old photo
of his college friends, remembering the camaraderie and feeling a rush of
determination to reach out and reconnect with them. Meanwhile,
researchers in a memory clinic celebrate as an Alzheimer’s patient,
unresponsive for days, starts humming along to a song from her youth
when it’s played through specialized headphones — a tiny victory of
lucidity and comfort won through the power of music.

These vignettes underscore a central truth: emotional memory and
nostalgia are bridges — between past and present, between people, and
between our biological selves and the tools we create. Science has
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illuminated the mechanisms by which a whiff of perfume or a few notes of
a song can open floodgates of memory. We know now that nostalgia is not
a mere indulgence but a salve, a source of strength, especially in life’s later
chapters. We have seen that the brain cherishes emotional experiences,
encoding them in synapses and chemicals that outlast much else. And we
have traced how even in the absence of modern trappings, humans have
always found ways to remember what matters, to celebrate it, and to learn
from it.

As we look to the future, we carry forward a rich tapestry of insights. For
individuals, this knowledge encourages us to tend our emotional gardens
of memory — to actively cherish positive reminiscences, share our stories,
and allow nostalgia to comfort rather than pain us. It suggests practical
steps like curating personal music playlists for different moods, keeping
journals or digital scrapbooks, and engaging with family history. For those
caring for older loved ones, it reaffirms the importance of respecting and
invoking their past: playing that beloved old record, asking about their
stories, or creating memory boxes. The science says these gestures are not
trivial; they are profoundly therapeutic, reinforcing identity and joy.

For communities and society at large, understanding emotional memory
underscores the value of preserving cultural heritage and creating spaces
for intergenerational connection. Communities that invest in oral history
projects, memory museums, or communal festivities that honor the past are
investing in collective well-being. In healthcare, reminiscence programs
and music therapy should shift from being seen as alternative niceties to
essential components of holistic care for the elderly and those with
dementia. It is heartening that trends are moving this way — for instance,
some dementia villages now have 1950s-style diners and decor,
recognizing that environment can cue calming nostalgia for residents. Such
innovations are a direct practical outcome of the principles we have
discussed.

We must also navigate the challenges highlighted. The epilogue of
humanity’s relationship with memory is still being written. Will we
become wiser, using our expanding archives to remember history’s lessons
and empathize with diverse experiences? Or will we drown in a sea of
data, losing the narrative thread of our lives? The hopeful view is that
awareness 1s half the battle. By acknowledging phenomena like the
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positivity effect or the distortions of nostalgia, we can consciously
counteract biases — for example, cherishing the past but not idealizing it to
the point of rejecting progress. By understanding the allure of digital
nostalgia, we can strive for balance — enjoying old photos and VR trips
down memory lane, but also practicing digital sabbath to let our minds
process and form memories undistracted.

In the end, the interplay of nostalgic media, aging brains, and emotional
memory tells a story about what it means to be human. We are creatures
with one foot in today and one foot stepping backward, eyes sometimes
gazing over our shoulder even as time pushes us on. And that’s not a flaw —
it’s a feature. Our ability to draw strength and knowledge from our
yesterdays is exactly what equips us to face tomorrow’s uncertainties.
Emotional memory is our brain’s way of saying: “This mattered. Carry it
with you.” When an old song sparks joy, or an ancient story guides a
decision, the past is not gone; it actively shapes the present and future.

Roland Nansink, the author of this journey, perhaps in writing it has also
been on a personal journey — sorting through research and stories, likely
reflecting on his own life’s poignant memories. In assembling scientific
evidence with human narratives, we see that the distance between lab and
life is small when it comes to topics of the heart. The data about amygdalas
and dopamine and heart rate variability are in the service of understanding
the smile on that grandmother’s face, the tear in that young man’s eye, the
soft humming of that patient.

So as we close this book, consider it an invitation to continue your own
exploration. Talk to your elders about their fondest memories. Dig out an
old album and let the feelings wash over you. If you have a friend or
family member with memory loss, know that deep inside, the music and
emotions of their past can still be reached — the person is still in there,
under the cobwebs of time. And for yourself, be mindful of the memories
you are making now. Someday in the future, these present moments will be
the nostalgia that buoys you. Make them worth remembering. Cultivate
experiences rich in emotion and connection, because those will be the
tapestries your mind holds onto.

In the swift currents of modernity, we have gained the wisdom to
understand nostalgia not as a sign of weakness or escape, but as a natural,
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even adaptive, part of the human experience. Science says it, and our
hearts echo it. The old Greek roots of “nostalgia” mean “homecoming”
and “pain” — indeed a mix of sweet and bitter. But from what we have
learned, nostalgia is also a kind of homecoming that can heal pain. It
brings us home to ourselves, linking who we were with who we are. As we
move forward — individually into later years, and collectively into a high-
tech age — may we carry our memories as shining lamps, not burdens,
lighting the path ahead with the glow of what we cherish. The past and
future will then walk hand in hand, and we will neither be lost in longing
nor in amnesia, but, in the truest sense, fully alive inside.
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https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=indicates%20that%20emotional%20arousal%20enhances,induced
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=and%20safety%20include%20the%20amygdala%2C,Eichenbaum%2C%202017%3B%20Gee%20and%20Cohodes
https://cordis.europa.eu/article/id/454230-nostalgia-in-the-digital-era#:~:text=There%E2%80%99s%20no%20question%20that%20the,rather%20create%20new%20potential%20for

Attention (emotion and memory) — emotional arousal focuses attention,
46-47 nap.nationalacademies.org; older adults focus on positive

information, 50 pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov

Authenticity (of memories) — nostalgia and sense of true self, 4
azpbs.org; risks of manipulated digital memories, 90

Autobiographical memory — reminiscence bump (ages 10-30) in,
49en.wikipedia.org; digital age changes to, 89cordis.europa.eu

Brain (aging) — see Aging; Positivity effect; Reward system

Collective memory — in oral societies, 79-80, 82 aeon.co; rituals and

stories preserving, 79-81; nostalgia as collective (political, cultural), 86-87,
93

Depression — nostalgia’s effect reducing, 30 frontiersin.org; reminiscence
therapy reducing depressive symptoms, 60 pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov;
music’s potential to aid anhedonia, 76

Digital memory — density of records improving recall, 88-89
cordis.europa.eu; concerns about privacy and over-reliance, 89-90
cordis.europa.eu; “digital dementia” concept, 90 pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov;
need for memory literacy, 91

Dopamine — released by music listening (study), 72-73
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; mediates musical pleasure (pharmacology study),
73 pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; role in reward “wanting” vs opioids “liking”,
73-74 pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.govmecegill.ca; in motivation and memory
consolidation, 48, 72

Elderly — see Aging; Older adults; Seniors

Emotion regulation — older adults use positivity for, 50

pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; feeling safe state, 29 frontiersin.org; nostalgia
as tool for, 29-30 frontiersin.orgfrontiersin.org

Emotional memory — defined, 45-46; stronger for arousing events
nap.nationalacademies.org; neurobiology (amygdala, stress hormones)
nap.nationalacademies.org; in dementia, preserved aspects, 65-66
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; in pre-literate societies, preserved via oral lore,

79-81; use in therapy (see Reminiscence therapy)
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https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=There%20is%20also%20extensive%20evidence,events%20varies%20with%20the%20emotional
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16154382/#:~:text=As%20people%20get%20older%2C%20they,enhance%20positive%20and%20diminish%20negative
https://azpbs.org/horizon/2022/06/nostalgia-can-lead-to-healthy-aging/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20American%20Psychological,and%20our%20identity%20over%20time
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reminiscence_bump#:~:text=Adolescence%20and%20early%20adulthood%20have,an%20individual%27s%20life%20goals%2C%20self
https://cordis.europa.eu/article/id/454230-nostalgia-in-the-digital-era#:~:text=The%20researchers%20propose%20a%20model,%E2%80%9CAutobiographical%20memories%20are%20an%20important
https://aeon.co/essays/the-stories-of-oral-societies-arent-myths-theyre-records#:~:text=What%20sounded%20to%20Steel%20like,generations%20by%20word%20of%20mouth
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Nostalgia%20is%20a%20precious%20resource,to%20cultivate%20feeling%20safe%20in
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35348260/#:~:text=PubMed%20pubmed,symptoms%20among%20people%20with%20dementia
https://cordis.europa.eu/article/id/454230-nostalgia-in-the-digital-era#:~:text=Precious%20memories%20are%20made%20of,digital
https://cordis.europa.eu/article/id/454230-nostalgia-in-the-digital-era#:~:text=about%20how%20this%20increased%20density,not%20only%20the%20aforementioned%20increased
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11499077/#:~:text=Understanding%20Digital%20Dementia%20and%20Cognitive,abilities%20decline%20due%20to
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6397525/#:~:text=as%20modulation%20of%20the%20mesolimbic,result%20into%20changes%20in%20emotional
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6397525/#:~:text=listening,in%20affective%20processing%20so%20far
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6397525/#:~:text=money%29%20%28refs,previous%20evidence%20from%20primary%20rewards
https://www.mcgill.ca/newsroom/channels/news/sex-drugs-and-rock-roll-chemistry-brain-265603#:~:text=The%20same%20brain,the%20Nature%20journal%20Scientific%20Reports
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16154382/#:~:text=As%20people%20get%20older%2C%20they,enhance%20positive%20and%20diminish%20negative
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Gilbert%20,is%20characterized%20by%20increased%20parasympathetic
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=However%2C%20there%20has%20been%20limited,safe%20as%20a%20distinct%20affective
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=healthy%20aging,19%20pandemic
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=There%20is%20also%20extensive%20evidence,events%20varies%20with%20the%20emotional
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=neurobiological%20systems%20mediating%20emotional%20arousal,role%20in%20ensuring%20that%20emotionally
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8958641/#:~:text=content,oriented%2C%20social%2C%20and%20existential%20properties

Flashbulb memories — vivid recall for emotional public events, 46
nap.nationalacademies.org; confidence vs accuracy in, 48

Hippocampus — memory formation and emotional events, 47-48
nap.nationalacademies.org; impacted by amygdala signals, 47
nap.nationalacademies.org; relatively spared remote memories in
dementia, 65

Homesickness — historical concept of nostalgia as, 79 the-scientist.com;
symptoms and cases in 17th-18th c., 79-80 the-scientist.comthe-
scientist.com; music used to alleviate, 80

Identity (self-continuity) — nostalgia strengthens self-continuity
frontiersin.org; important for older adult well-being frontiersin.org;
reminiscence helps affirm identity in dementia, 65-66
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; collective identity via shared nostalgia, 82, 86

Index — usage of, 1 (note: this entry is meta for the index itself)

Memory (general) — emotional salience effect on, 45-48
nap.nationalacademies.orgnap.nationalacademies.org; life-span retrieval
curve (reminiscence bump), 49 en.wikipedia.org; digital technology effects
on, 89-91cordis.europa.eudellmed.utexas.edu; strategies in oral culture,

79-81 ehrmanblog.org

Memory therapy — see Reminiscence therapy; Nostalgic interventions

Music — evokes nostalgia and meaning in elders
crownschool.uchicago.edufrontiersin.org; used in reminiscence therapy
effectively frontiersin.org; triggers reward system (dopamine, opioids)
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.govmcgill.ca; comparison to sex and drugs
theguardian.commcgill.ca; as non-drug pleasure, 73-75; personalized
playlists for dementia patients, 61-62; as mood regulator and therapy,
75-76

Music therapy — cognitive and emotional benefits in Alzheimer’s
frontiersin.org; blocking opioids abolishes musical pleasure mcgill.ca;
group music in nursing homes fosters sociality, 30

Nostalgia — definition (“wistful longing for the past”) frontiersin.org
azpbs.org; cross-cultural ubiquity frontiersin.org; as predominantly

56 of 60


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=Pillemer%2C%201984%3B%20Bohannon%2C%201988%3B%20Christianson%2C,the%20attack%20had%20more%20detailed
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=neurobiological%20systems%20mediating%20emotional%20arousal,role%20in%20ensuring%20that%20emotionally
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=emotional%20arousal%20regulate%20the%20consolidation,role%20in%20ensuring%20that%20emotionally
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=L%20ate%20in%20the%2017th,term%20for%20pain%20or%20grief
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=Hofer%20proposed%20that%20nostalgia%20was,%E2%80%9D
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=In%20addition%20to%20sending%20patients,melancholia%2C%20one%20of%20the%20most
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=In%20addition%20to%20sending%20patients,melancholia%2C%20one%20of%20the%20most
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Nostalgia%20entails%20a%20sense%20of,experiencing%20relational%20bonds%20in%20close
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=being%20and%20reduced%20distress%20in,and%20offsets%20loneliness%20by%20increasing
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8958641/#:~:text=content,oriented%2C%20social%2C%20and%20existential%20properties
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=indicates%20that%20emotional%20arousal%20enhances,induced
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=There%20is%20also%20extensive%20evidence,events%20varies%20with%20the%20emotional
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reminiscence_bump#:~:text=The%20reminiscence%20bump%20is%20the,form%20the%20lifespan%20retrieval%20curve
https://cordis.europa.eu/article/id/454230-nostalgia-in-the-digital-era#:~:text=Precious%20memories%20are%20made%20of,digital
https://dellmed.utexas.edu/news/technology-use-linked-to-better-brain-health-in-older-adults#:~:text=Adults%20dellmed,brain%20health%2C%20even%20after
https://ehrmanblog.org/do-people-in-oral-cultures-have-better-memories/#:~:text=Oral%20%28non,traditions%20that%20would%20not%20change
https://crownschool.uchicago.edu/student-life/advocates-forum/music-nostalgia-and-wellness-care-older-adults#:~:text=Music%2C%20Nostalgia%2C%20and%20Wellness%20in,past%2C%20to%20renew%20and
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526761/full#:~:text=reminiscence%20therapy%20%28Bleibel%20et%20al,music%20therapy%20has%20been%20extensively
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526761/full#:~:text=2015%29,and%20social%20wellbeing%2C%20although%20few
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6397525/#:~:text=as%20modulation%20of%20the%20mesolimbic,result%20into%20changes%20in%20emotional
https://www.mcgill.ca/newsroom/channels/news/sex-drugs-and-rock-roll-chemistry-brain-265603#:~:text=The%20same%20brain,the%20Nature%20journal%20Scientific%20Reports
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2013/apr/11/brain-music-pleasure-zone-identified#:~:text=Scientists%20know%20that%20music%20can,brain%20where%20this%20pleasure%20starts
https://www.mcgill.ca/newsroom/channels/news/sex-drugs-and-rock-roll-chemistry-brain-265603#:~:text=The%20same%20brain,the%20Nature%20journal%20Scientific%20Reports
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526761/full#:~:text=Results%3A%20A%20total%20of%2030,0.05
https://www.mcgill.ca/newsroom/channels/news/sex-drugs-and-rock-roll-chemistry-brain-265603#:~:text=In%20the%20new%20study%2C%20Levitin%E2%80%99s,longer%20elicited%20feelings%20of%20pleasure
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Nostalgia
https://azpbs.org/horizon/2022/06/nostalgia-can-lead-to-healthy-aging/#:~:text=What%20exactly%20is%20nostalgia%3F
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Nostalgia%2C%20%E2%80%9Ca%20sentimental%20longing%20or,as%20a%20distinct%20affective%20dimension

positive and bittersweet pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov frontiersin.org; benefits:
increases positive mood, social connectedness frontiersin.org, feelings of
safety frontiersin.org, self-esteem and meaning pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; in
healthy older adults, frequent and comforting frontiersin.org; during
COVID-19 isolation provided solace frontiersin.org; helps cope with
existential threat frontiersin.org; in dementia: preserved psychological
properties pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov, improves recall of self-information
frontiersin.org, increases positive affect and self-esteem frontiersin.org;
history: coined 1688 by Hofer for deadly homesickness the-scientist.com;
seen as disease in 18th c. the-scientist.com; treated by return home (only
cure) the-scientist.com; modern evolution to general longing the-
scientist.com; collective nostalgia in culture/politics, 86-87; pancultural
study found similar concept worldwide, 78

Nostalgic media — music, photos, films as memory cues, 28-29; usage by
older adults for mood, 29-31; social media “On this day” features, 88; retro
marketing and trends, 85-86

Older adults — reminiscence bump memories in, 49 en.wikipedia.org;
focus on positive memories (positivity effect), 49-50
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; use of nostalgia to cope with limited future
time, 30 frontiersin.orgfrontiersin.org; need for approaches to support
aging (WHO stat), 29 frontiersin.org; see also Aging; Seniors

Opioid system (brain) — involvement in music pleasure (naltrexone
study), 73-74 mcgill.ca; mediates “liking” component of reward,
74pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; music releases endorphins, 75 newsweek.com;
blocking causes anhedonia to musicmcgill.ca

Oral tradition — memory preservation in, 79-80 ehrmanblog.org; Klamath
story of Crater Lake (7,700-year memory), 80 acon.co; Aboriginal
Australian stories retaining ancient events, 80-81 acon.co; used to transmit
emotional lessons, 81-82

Parasympathetic response — nostalgia increases (heart rate variability),
30 frontiersin.org; feeling safe associated with, 29 frontiersin.org; used as
measure of relaxation in nostalgia studies, 30 frontiersin.org
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https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8958641/#:~:text=friends%2C%20romantic%20partners%29,2014%20%3B%20%2031
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Jenkins%2C%202016%3B%20Viladrich%20and%20Tagliaferro%2C,The%20social%20nature%20of%20nostalgia
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=to%20moderate%20levels%20of%20dementia%2C,2021%3B%20Wildschut%20and%20Sedikides%2C%202022
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Nostalgia
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8958641/#:~:text=content,oriented%2C%20social%2C%20and%20existential%20properties
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Nostalgia%20is%20a%20precious%20resource,to%20cultivate%20feeling%20safe%20in
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=match%20at%20L480%20restrictions%2C%20nostalgic,Similarly%2C%20an%20intervention%20evaluating%20the
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=However%2C%20there%20has%20been%20limited,safe%20as%20a%20distinct%20affective
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8958641/#:~:text=in%20the%20control%20condition%2C%20nostalgic,oriented%2C%20social%2C%20and%20existential%20properties
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=present%20selves%20%28Sedikides%20et%20al,2021%3B%20Wildschut%20and%20Sedikides%2C%202022
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=match%20at%20L480%20restrictions%2C%20nostalgic,Similarly%2C%20an%20intervention%20evaluating%20the
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=L%20ate%20in%20the%2017th,term%20for%20pain%20or%20grief
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=Doctors%20initially%20approached%20nostalgia%20by,more%20susceptible%20to%20fatal%20illnesses
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=Hofer%20proposed%20that%20nostalgia%20was,%E2%80%9D
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=The%20concept%20of%20nostalgia%20underwent,without%20debilitating%20pangs%20of%20sadness
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=The%20concept%20of%20nostalgia%20underwent,without%20debilitating%20pangs%20of%20sadness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reminiscence_bump#:~:text=The%20reminiscence%20bump%20is%20the,form%20the%20lifespan%20retrieval%20curve
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16154382/#:~:text=As%20people%20get%20older%2C%20they,enhance%20positive%20and%20diminish%20negative
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=healthy%20aging,19%20pandemic
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=al,2022
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=The%20population%20of%20older%20adults,of%20functional%20ability%20consistent%20with
https://www.mcgill.ca/newsroom/channels/news/sex-drugs-and-rock-roll-chemistry-brain-265603#:~:text=In%20the%20new%20study%2C%20Levitin%E2%80%99s,longer%20elicited%20feelings%20of%20pleasure
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6397525/#:~:text=money%29%20%28refs,previous%20evidence%20from%20primary%20rewards
https://www.newsweek.com/music-produces-pleasure-similarly-drugs-and-sex-553946#:~:text=Newsweek%20www,studying%20drugs%20derived%20from
https://www.mcgill.ca/newsroom/channels/news/sex-drugs-and-rock-roll-chemistry-brain-265603#:~:text=In%20the%20new%20study%2C%20Levitin%E2%80%99s,longer%20elicited%20feelings%20of%20pleasure
https://ehrmanblog.org/do-people-in-oral-cultures-have-better-memories/#:~:text=Oral%20%28non,traditions%20that%20would%20not%20change
https://aeon.co/essays/the-stories-of-oral-societies-arent-myths-theyre-records#:~:text=What%20sounded%20to%20Steel%20like,generations%20by%20word%20of%20mouth
https://aeon.co/essays/the-stories-of-oral-societies-arent-myths-theyre-records#:~:text=What%20sounded%20to%20Steel%20like,generations%20by%20word%20of%20mouth
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=and%20physiological%20outcomes%20among%20older,general%20images%20on%20vmHRV%20in
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=nervous%20system%2C%20feeling%20safe%20is,and%20attenuated
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=match%20at%20L506%20older%20adults,adults%20with%20Alzheimer%E2%80%99s%20disease%20experienced

Photographs — effect of taking on memory (photo-taking impairment), 91;
used in reminiscence therapy, 59-60; digital photo archives and nostalgia,
88-89; curated positivity in, 90

Positivity effect — older adults’ bias to recall positive over negative, 49-50
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; due to emotion regulation focus
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; neural basis (amygdala differences), 50;
significance for well-being, 50

Prefrontal cortex — involved in emotional regulation of memory, 47
frontiersin.org; cognitive control in positivity effect, 50

pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov

PTSD — nostalgia concept aligned with shell shock historically, 80 the-
scientist.com; traumatic flashbacks as pathological emotional memory, 50;
beta-blockers research to dampen (emotion consolidation), 48

Recollection (autobiographical) — enhancement by nostalgia in dementia,
66 frontiersin.org; effect of digital searchability on, 89 cordis.europa.eu;
see also Autobiographical memory

Reminiscence bump — tendency to recall ages ~15-25 strongly, 49
en.wikipedia.org; explained by novel events and identity formation, 49
en.wikipedia.org; observed cross-culturally, 49; contributes to music
nostalgia (youth music remembered best)

Reminiscence therapy — definition: discussing past to evoke memories
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; improves cognitive function & quality of life in
dementia pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; reduces depression and BPSD in
dementia pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; typically uses multisensory cues
(photos, music, objects), 59; group vs individual formats, 59-60; fosters
communication and self-worth in patients, 62
frontiersin.orgfrontiersin.org; life review as concept by Robert Butler, 60;
integration with culture (traditional activities, Bayram 2024), 63
frontiersin.org; VR-based reminiscence emerging, 89
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; importance of personalization (family history,
preferences), 62-63 frontiersin.org

Reward system — nucleus accumbens activity with music
theguardian.com theguardian.com; dopamine release for music pleasure
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16154382/#:~:text=do,older%20adults%27%20improved%20emotion%20regulation
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=safety%20and%20are%20linked%20to,Eichenbaum%2C%202017%3B%20Gee%20and%20Cohodes
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16154382/#:~:text=do,both%20cognitive%20abilities%20and%20motivation
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=The%20concept%20of%20nostalgia%20underwent,without%20debilitating%20pangs%20of%20sadness
https://www.the-scientist.com/death-by-nostalgia-1688-69596#:~:text=The%20concept%20of%20nostalgia%20underwent,without%20debilitating%20pangs%20of%20sadness
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=present%20selves%20%28Sedikides%20et%20al,2021%3B%20Wildschut%20and%20Sedikides%2C%202022
https://cordis.europa.eu/article/id/454230-nostalgia-in-the-digital-era#:~:text=from%20these%20other%20options%2C%20however%2C,leads%20the%20Realistic%20Depictions%20Lab
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reminiscence_bump#:~:text=Adolescence%20and%20early%20adulthood%20have,an%20individual%27s%20life%20goals%2C%20self
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reminiscence_bump#:~:text=Research%20suggests%20that%20memories%20are,2
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6494367/#:~:text=Central%20pmc,Reminiscence%20is%20often
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35348260/#:~:text=PubMed%20pubmed,symptoms%20among%20people%20with%20dementia
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35348260/#:~:text=PubMed%20pubmed,symptoms%20among%20people%20with%20dementia
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=for%20socially%20isolated%20older%20adults,nostalgia%20increased%20commitment%20to%20approach
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526761/full#:~:text=studies%20have%20examined%20the%20impact,symptom%20management%20in%20AD%20patients
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9361147/#:~:text=,the%20period%20of%20the%20intervention
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526761/full#:~:text=studies%20have%20examined%20the%20impact,symptom%20management%20in%20AD%20patients
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2013/apr/11/brain-music-pleasure-zone-identified#:~:text=Researchers%20scanned%20the%20brains%20of,is%20involved%20in%20reward%20processing
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2013/apr/11/brain-music-pleasure-zone-identified#:~:text=The%20latest%20results%20shed%20further,to%20provide%20a%20cognitive%20reward

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; evolved for primary rewards and engaged by music
theguardian.com pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; music as “abstract reward”
tapping ancient circuits pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; see also Dopamine; Opioid
system

Sedikides, Constantine & Wildschut, Tim — research on nostalgia’s
social nature frontiersin.org pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; nostalgia boosting self-
continuity and well-being frontiersin.org; nostalgia frequency across ages
& cultures pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; defined nostalgia as sentimental longing,
28

Self-esteem — increased by nostalgic recall pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; in
dementia patients via nostalgia frontiersin.org; in older adults improved by
positive reminiscence, 30

Seniors — see Aging; Older adults; Nostalgia in aging

Sleep — improved by nostalgic music intervention (AD patients), 61
frontiersin.org; reminiscence therapy effect on, 61 frontiersin.org

Social support (perceived) — nostalgia increases, reducing loneliness
frontiersin.org; in older adults, nostalgic memories strengthen, 28
frontiersin.org; group reminiscence helps create, 30

Stress (and nostalgia) — nostalgia linked to feeling safe and lower stress.
frontiersin.org; higher vagal tone with nostalgic recall (lower stress
response) frontiersin.org; emotional memories can cause stress (PTSD) or
relieve it (pleasant nostalgia), 50, 29

Technology (memory) — digital records and Al in future reminiscence,
88-92; concerns (deepfakes, over-reliance), 89-90; positive findings (tech
use linked to better cognition in elders), 90 ; social media facilitating
nostalgia (e.g. “On this day”), 88; VR in therapy, 89 ageing.ox.ac.uk

Therapy (memory-related) — see Reminiscence therapy; Music therapy;
also Cognitive behavioral techniques might use reminiscence, 85 (implied)

Trauma memory — see PTSD; Flashbulb memories; emotional memory
strengthening negative events, 45-46 nap.nationalacademies.org; beta-
blocker studies to dampen, 48
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https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6397525/#:~:text=as%20modulation%20of%20the%20mesolimbic,result%20into%20changes%20in%20emotional
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2013/apr/11/brain-music-pleasure-zone-identified#:~:text=Scientists%20know%20that%20music%20can,brain%20where%20this%20pleasure%20starts
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6397525/#:~:text=as%20modulation%20of%20the%20mesolimbic,result%20into%20changes%20in%20emotional
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6397525/#:~:text=as%20modulation%20of%20the%20mesolimbic,result%20into%20changes%20in%20emotional
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=arousal%20emotion%2C%20consistent%20with%20feeling,which%20is%20associated%20with%20higher
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8958641/#:~:text=In%20all%2C%20nostalgia%20is%20a,sense%20of%20continuity%20between
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=Nostalgia%20entails%20a%20sense%20of,experiencing%20relational%20bonds%20in%20close
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8958641/#:~:text=for%20the%20irrevocability%20of%20the,2014%20%3B%20%2031
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8958641/#:~:text=content,oriented%2C%20social%2C%20and%20existential%20properties
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=match%20at%20L480%20restrictions%2C%20nostalgic,Similarly%2C%20an%20intervention%20evaluating%20the
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526761/full#:~:text=treatment%20group%20was%20lower%20than,0.05
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1526761/full#:~:text=treatment%20group%20was%20lower%20than,0.05
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=to%20moderate%20levels%20of%20dementia%2C,2021%3B%20Wildschut%20and%20Sedikides%2C%202022
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=to%20moderate%20levels%20of%20dementia%2C,2021%3B%20Wildschut%20and%20Sedikides%2C%202022
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=healthy%20aging,19%20pandemic
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.843051/full#:~:text=and%20physiological%20outcomes%20among%20older,general%20images%20on%20vmHRV%20in
https://www.ageing.ox.ac.uk/blog/If-My-Memory-Serves-Me#:~:text=,tech%20solutions
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/18573/chapter/13#:~:text=are%20well%20remembered%20,to%20San%20Francisco%20at%20the

Victim of nostalgia — historical term: extreme nostalgia could be fatal
(17th-18th c.), 79 the-scientist.com; modern view rejects that framing, 80

Virtual Reality (VR) — used for immersive reminiscence therapy, 89
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov; potential to re-experience past places, 90-91; risk of
overuse, 91; older adult simulations (dementia villages), 95

Youth memories — see Reminiscence bump; formative emotional events
and identity, 49-50 en.wikipedia.org; music from youth strongly nostalgic,
72; older generation’s cultural nostalgia (Baby Boomers, Gen X), 85-86
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