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Abstract 

 

Since the turn of the 21st century, the rise of retro brands has been generating considerable 

interest in terms of stimulating positive emotions and influencing consumers’ attitudes and 

retail buying behaviour. The paper presents the results of an extensive review of the recent 

literature on the role of retro brands in the retail context and consumer-related behaviour. As 

such, it provides a framework for an improved understanding of the overall retro phenomenon 

in the retailing environment. Useful insights for both retailers and marketers are provided in 

order to better understand the concept of retro branding and to enhance the overall retail 

experience of retro consumers. In addition, recommendations for further research are offered. 
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Introduction 

 

Scholarly interest toward the retro marketing phenomenon, also referred as retromania and 

retro marketing revolution, started at the turn of the 21st century (Brown, 1999; Brown, 2001a; 

Brown, 2001b; Brown, 2001c; Brown, 2003; Brown, Kozinets, Sherry, 2003b; Brown, 2013). 

Nowadays, retro marketing is perceived as rampant (Stephen Brown, 2015). Looking back 

approach is increasingly becoming a way to accommodate changing consumer behaviour. 

Although a retro-marketing approach involves looking to the past for marketing inspiration 

(Dacko, 2008), retro is not just a marginal movement (Castellano et al., 2013). Furthermore, the 

future of marketing is argued to lie in its past (Brown, 2001b). 

In the context of the retail space, it has been suggested that the essential interplay between 

product, ritual and aesthetics creates positive moods of belonging and sharing and may increase 

satisfaction (Hamilton, Wagner, 2014). In addition to brand’s physical attributes, brands that are 

associated with life event experiences can be stored in consumer memory (Ratnayake, Andrews, 

2016). 

Consequently, brands can acquire deep meaning for consumers by their involvement in the 

socialization process of growing up, and can evoke profound feelings of nostalgia and provide 

comfort from insecurity (Rosenbaum-Elliott, Percy, Pervan, 2015). 

As stressed by Hallegatte and Marticotte (2016), consumption related to the past is trendy. 

Nowadays, retail environments are designed intentionally to evoke memories of the past 

(Babin an, Borges, 2009). In general, nostalgia is widely considered to influence attitudes and 
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behaviours (Clay Routledge, 2015). Therefore, nostalgia evoked by brands is at the forefront of 

contemporary marketing theory and practice (Bartier, Friedman, 2013). 

To advance understanding of retro brands in the retail environment, the paper presents the 

results of an extensive review of the recent literature on retro branding phenomenon. The 

purpose of the paper is to identify the main features of retro branding and retro consumers in the 

retail environment and to determine a framework for further analysis. To this end, the paper is 

divided into five sections. Following the introduction, the concept of retro branding is presented 

in the second section. The third section looks at the features of retro consumers, whereas 

directions of future work on both retro brands and consumers are analysed in the fourth section. 

Finally, some conclusions are drawn in the last section. 

 

The concept of retro branding 

 

The term “retro branding” is generally defined as an alternative form of brand extension 

(Solomon et al., 2006). Retro brands usually refer to relaunched historical brands with updated 

features (Stephen Brown, Robert V. Kozinets, and John F. Sherry, 2003a). According to Kral 

(2012, p. 115), “retro branding refers to the revival or re-launch of a product or service brand 

from a prior historical period, which is usually, but not always, updated to contemporary 

standards of performance, functioning or taste”. Similarly, Fons Van Dyck (2014) underlined 

that retro brands integrate old-fashioned design with modern functionality. With these new 

features, retro brands are “refitted into the market as a hip, new contemporary brand” (Franzen, 

Moriarty, 2015). 

In that context, retro brands are recognised as a relatively safe and less-costly way to 

introduce a new product by reducing the risk of failure (Kral, 2012). As described by Kardes, 

Cronley, Cline (2011), marketers are taking successful old brands, updating them, and 

relaunching them with the hope of leveraging consumer nostalgia. On the other hand, Shetty, 

Raghavendra, Jyothis (2014) stressed that reviving the brands could be very risky and complex, 

especially when they inherited negative perceptions. 

It is important to highlight that nostalgic brands are sometimes mistaken for retro brands. 

Although retro brands are perceived as nostalgic (Hemetsberger, Kittinger-Rosanelli, 

Mueller, 2010), a distinction should be made between retro brands and pure nostalgic brands. 

As stressed earlier, the major difference is that retro brands include the attribute of updating. 

Further, Dahlen, Lange, Smith (2010) linked the trend for retro brands with “nostalgic 

associations which transfer us to a different place or time in our lives through memories of 

family, youth or formative years”. In the sense of nostalgic attachment, it is argued that the 

brand should evoke pleasant memories because the consumer used it in the past (Chernatony, 

McDonald, Wallace, 2011). 

In addition, Brown, Kozinets, and Sherry (2003a) emphasized that retro brand management 

involves an uneasy, cocreative, and occasionally clamorous alliance between producers and 

consumers. Moreover, Brown (2016) addressed boomerang brands as a suitable metaphor for 

the rise of retro brands. Apart from being nostalgic objects, retro brands can be seen as identity 

building by providing strong historical value systems to identify with (Hemetsberger, Kittinger-

Rosanelli, Mueller, 2010). Likewise, Brown, Kozinets, Sherry (2003a) emphasised that retro 

brands invoke brand heritage that triggers personal and communal nostalgia.  

Additionally, Strauss (2008) argued that the current boom in retro brands had a strong 

foundation in the trustworthiness of, and experience with, old brands. Further, Balmer (2017) 

noted that retro brands celebrate an idealised and, sometimes imagined, past. In light of this, 

Hartmann, Brunk, Giesler (2016) developed a conceptual model of brand retrofication 

highlighting co-constitutive identity and retro branding relationship of commercial and political 

mythmaking. 
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Revealing retro consumers in the retail environment 

 

As observed by Levy, Weitz, Grewal (2014), the value of the brand is largely based on the 

associations that customers make with the brand name. With this in mind, many researchers 

associated retro brand consumption with feelings of nostalgia (Brown, Kozinets, Sherry, 2003a; 

Brown, Kozinets, and Sherry, 2003b; Dahlen, Lange, Smith, 2010; Schlegelmilch, Bodo, 2016; 

Solomon et al., 2014; Hemetsberger, Kittinger-Rosanelli, Mueller, 2010). However, Andrew 

Higson (2014) pointed out that the post-modern version of nostalgia erases the sense of distance 

between the past and the present. Furthermore, Baines, Fill (2014) addressed feelings of 

pseudo-nostalgia as many consumers are unlikely to have experienced the original brand. 

Notwithstanding, as stressed by Shaughnessy (2015), what is nostalgic for one audience is 

not necessarily nostalgic for another. 

Consumers are said to search for the brands that deliver additional value connected with 

feeling of security and calm (Grebosz, Pointet, 2015). Likewise, Ling Zhou et al. (2013) noticed 

that existential insecurity and social insecurity enhanced consumers' preference for nostalgic 

products. In addition, Bartier (2012) outlined three characteristics that form the power of 

nostalgia toward the brand, i.e., perceived oldness of brand, recall of consumers lived or learned 

past memories and elicitation of feelings. Further, Lemmetti, Tuominen (2017) pointed out that 

nostalgic brand associations could be drawn from either consumer’s personal or communal 

associations. 

Retro product consumption is often considered with psychological factors contributing to 

individuals’ desires to live in the past (Cartwright, Besson, Maubisson 2013). It is also argued 

that nostalgia is intensely personal and that it works the best for current consumers who have 

personal attachments with the brand that they used during childhood (Sultan, Muehling, Sprott, 

2010). 

Furthermore, LaTour, LaTour, Zinkhan (2010) found that memories from early childhood 

were more predictive for understanding current brand attitudes than memories coming from 

adolescence. 

Specifically, Muehling (2013) reported that responses of a personally nostalgic nature 

tended to predominate and were more influential in shaping brand attitudes. According to 

Schlegelmilch (2016), personal nostalgia is associated with individual life cycles. 

Consequently, a growing number of older people is likely to be more interested in retro 

brands that help them to remember their youth. For example, i Kusumi, Matsuda, Sugimori 

(2010) claimed that aging facilitates a predisposition toward nostalgia. On the other hand, 

Hemetsberger, Kittinger-Rosanelli, Mueller (2010) confirmed that young consumers perceived 

retro brands to be special possessions that helped them coping with ambiguities in their search 

for identity. 

In addition, retro consumers are considered to be tourists consuming a form of cultural 

heritage (Franklin, 2002). In light of this, Brown (2003, p. 131.) outlined that retro cunningly 

appeals to consumers’ anti-marketing sentiments. The results of the study by Dogerlioglu-

Demir et al., (2017) revealed that high value integration consumers compared to low value 

integration consumers evaluated retro brands more favourably. In terms of eco-consciousness, 

consumers of retro style are often involved in reuse and renovation, and are less likely to 

purchase newly produced goods (Southerton, 2011). 

 

Looking back – seeing ahead: research propositions 

 
Bearing in mind the distinction between nostalgic brands and retro brands, the 

characteristics of retro consumers have not been dealt with in depth. Although nostalgia has a 

strong presence in the marketing of goods and services (Lasaleta, Sedikides, Vohs, 2014), the 

impact of nostalgic emotions on retro brand consumption is still poorly understood. In general, 

little is known about the role of nostalgia in shaping consumer behaviour for retro products. 
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In fact, what is known about retro consumers is largely based on the links between retro 

brands consumption and feelings of nostalgia. 

However, what directions should future retro branding research take? The role of 

consumers’ affective state on their responses to retro brands are an intriguing area of research. 

The effect of nostalgic feelings on customers’ attitudes toward retro brands should be 

analysed. In that sense, previous work has failed to address the effects of personal and historical 

nostalgia on consumers’ responses to retro brands. Likewise, the question arises how the type of 

nostalgia evoked influences consumers’ attitudes toward retro brands. Gender differences 

appear to be worthy of future research, especially in terms of the impact of nostalgic feelings on 

consumer preference for retro brands. In addition to exploring gender differences, future 

research attention should also be devoted toward examining the impact of culture on the 

consumer relationship with retro brands and the overall cultural consumer environment of retro 

brands. 

Nonetheless, little academic research has attempted to determine whether past brand 

associations influence purchase intentions of retro consumers and their attitudes toward retro 

brands. In addition, further work needs to be carried out to examine the impact of retail 

atmospherics on consumer behaviour associated with retro brand consumption. In light of this, 

Foster, McLelland (2015) proposed a brand dictated “theme” to create a more interactive, 

immersive, and authentic environment. Further, it is argued that evoking nostalgic feelings 

through design can generate positive emotions to enhance consumer satisfaction (Chen, 2014). 

As regards packaging-related experiences, future work should also concentrate on the 

impact of nostalgic emotions on consumer satisfaction with retro packaging design. 

Evidence suggests that consumers having nostalgic feelings toward a specific brand 

sometimes respond negatively to updated or modified versions of the brand Shields, Johnson, 

2016). 

In that context, the field of retro branding requires improved knowledge about effect of 

consumers’ brand nostalgia on their responses to changes to a brand. The findings would 

provide insightful implications for marketers and retailers by identifying meaningful 

relationships between nostalgic feelings and retro brands. 

In addition, deeper understanding of consumer behaviour in retro context in needed. 

Moreover, the links between consumer age and preferences for retro brands are worth 

examining. Further studies on the topic should also address the main differences in retro brand 

attitudes between different generational cohorts (e.g., Baby Boomers, Generation X and 

Generation Y). Additional research is also needed in the area of consumer decisions, in 

particular the effects of retro marketing on consumer decisions. This is especially relevant for 

marketers in order to choose appropriate marketing and communication strategies to approach 

retro consumers. 

 

Conclusions 

 

As discussed earlier, over the past two decades, there has been a growing interest in the 

issue of retro marketing, in particular retro branding. In general terms, it can be argued that the 

concept of retro branding is well defined. On the other hand, there has been little discussion on 

retro consumers and, in particular, on determinants of consumer behaviour related to retro 

brands. Specifically, the evidence from the previous sections implies that the issue of retro 

consumers remains an under-researched topic. Nevertheless, due to the complexity of 

consumers’ nostalgic feelings, thoughts and memories, an interdisciplinary approach should be 

considered to cover the issue in more depth. 

The paper provides the synthesis of the most current theoretical and practical knowledge 

available on retro branding in the retailing environment. As such, the paper can serve as a basis 

for conducting future empirical research in the field. The findings presented in the paper may be 

useful to all subjects involved in creating retro philosophy of a brand. It also provides useful 
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insights for retailers and marketers approaching retro consumers and developing retro products 

to meet their requirements. 

However, in the context of retail environment, future work should primarily deal with 

triggers affecting retro brands consumption, as well as memories related to retailing 

experiences. Additionally, Hamilton, Wagner (2014) underlined that the emotional value of 

everyday experiences might directly influence consumer loyalty. Consequently, enhancing 

consumers’ relationship with retro brands may result in improving brand loyalty. For these 

reasons, understanding retro consumers is crucial for both retailers and marketers in order to 

target this market segment more effectively. Finally, bearing in mind that no empirical analysis 

has been undertaken, the paper lacks a contribution to the field from an empirical point of view. 

To this end, additional research is needed to provide empirical support to broaden current 

knowledge of both retro brands and retro consumers in the retail environment. 
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