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ABSTRACT  

T. Hanks for Nostalgia: The Power of Tom Hanks and Film Branding   

by  

Jacob Higgs  

In March 2020, Tom Hanks announced he had contracted COVID-19 while shooting the Elvis 

Presley Biopic in Australia. On Instagram, he encouraged fans to take the disease seriously and 

be aware of how severe of a disease it was. Character brands and nostalgia have been found to 

foster trust in products and encourage relationships with those brands. Using the lens of nostalgia 

and uses and gratification to examine Tom Hanks as a character brand, the researcher analyzed 

five blockbuster films with Tom Hanks as the lead character. The study used narrative thematic 

analysis to observe Hanks and the depictions of character identity, trauma, mortality, affectional 

emotion, memory, and catharsis in these films. The goal was to better understand how nostalgia 

might contribute to brand trust between the audience and the celebrity.  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



 3 

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2023 by Jacob Higgs 

All Rights Reserved 

  

   

  



 4 

DEDICATION  

To my mom and dad for enriching my life with films and memories.   

   

  



 5 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

ABSTRACT  ....................................................................................................................................2 

DEDICATION  ................................................................................................................................4 

Chapter 1. Introduction  ...................................................................................................................8 

Chapter 2. Literature Review  ........................................................................................................12 

     Brand Identity ...........................................................................................................................13 

     Nostalgia ...................................................................................................................................14 

     Character Branding ...................................................................................................................15 

     Theoretical Frameworks ...........................................................................................................17 

    Terror Management Theory ...............................................................................................17 

    Parasocial Relationships .....................................................................................................18 

    Narrative Theory ................................................................................................................18 

    Thematic Narrative .............................................................................................................19 

    Uses and Gratifications Theory ..........................................................................................20 

Cognitive Need ......................................................................................................21 

Tension Relief / Release ........................................................................................21 

Affectional Emotion...............................................................................................22 

Personal and Social Integration / Knowledge ........................................................23 

Memory ..................................................................................................................23 

Recollective Memory .............................................................................................24 

Affective Memory ..................................................................................................24 

Involuntary Memory ..............................................................................................24 

Postmodernism ...................................................................................................................25 



 6 

Chapter 3. Methods ........................................................................................................................27 

     Film  ..........................................................................................................................................27 

     Research ....................................................................................................................................28 

Chapter 4. Analysis ........................................................................................................................34 

     Forrest Gump - Recollective Memory ......................................................................................35 

    Cast Away - Affective Memory, Gaze, and Isolation ................................................................37 

    Toy Story - Postmodernism and Isolation  .................................................................................38 

    Saving Private Ryan - Involuntary Memory and Trust ..............................................................39 

    Green Mile – Trust .....................................................................................................................40 

    The John Coffey Effect ..............................................................................................................42 

Chapter 5. Discussion ....................................................................................................................43 

    Q1 What nostalgia themes are used in films starring Tom Hanks?  ..........................................43 

    Brand Identity and Character Branding .....................................................................................43 

    Nostalgia and Narrative (Parasocial Relationships and Affectional Memory) ......................... 44 

    Uses and Gratifications ..............................................................................................................46 

    Q2 How do the trauma and mortality threats exhibited in films starring Tom Hanks  

create a nostalgia experience? .................................................................................................. 47 

    Q3 What best practices can build character brand trust and loyalty in films?  ..........................48 

Chapter 6. Conclusion ....................................................................................................................50 

    Recommendations ......................................................................................................................50 

    Limitations .................................................................................................................................52 

    John Coffey Effect .....................................................................................................................53 

    Best Practices .............................................................................................................................53 



 7 

REFERENCES ..............................................................................................................................55 

APPENDICES ...............................................................................................................................62 

VITA ..............................................................................................................................................74 

 

 

  



 8 

Chapter 1. Introduction  

When celebrity and Hollywood family icon Tom Hanks and his wife contracted the 

Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19) it shocked the public and had a larger impact on the general 

population than one may have expected. With the advent of social media, information is rapidly 

shared and distributed to the masses. Tom Hanks’ shared his Coronavirus contraction with his 

followers and the public on via Instagram and Twitter (Hanks, 2020). Hanks’ identity, star 

power, and public figure status, as well as his accounts of COVID-19 suffering, created a large 

ripple effect of nostalgic reminiscence and a stronger drive for taking the virus outbreak 

seriously. The power of this public response was in part due to the long-form branding centered 

around trust, respect, and nostalgia-based iconography that Hanks imbues.   

Thomas Jeffery Hanks, Tom Hanks, is an American actor and filmmaker with notoriety 

among viewers through his various appearances in film throughout his career. Hanks has become 

a common name amongst households when discussing films, specifically films that the audience 

finds nostalgic. Hanks’ characters are often portrayed as ordinary, everyday men that tackle 

adversities at every turn. His films span decades in their portrayal of his ventures and take the 

viewer along with him on these journeys. This method of portrayal that Hanks has imbued in his 

films is a unique situation for which he so aptly applies throughout his career. His career covers 

multiple genres but consistently places him as the protagonist with whom we sympathize and 

empathize. His characters’ brand identity is so poignantly attached to these emotional ties that 

the viewer has developed a trust within this star icon as a trusted representation of nostalgic 

values.  

There is a phenomenon that occurs when someone is subjected to nostalgia, which creates 

a closer relationship to one's mortality and a recognition of how the threats and signs of life’s 
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finite existence are ever-present. Nostalgia and mortality must first be defined before exploring 

their relationship with one another. Nostalgia can be described as “unusual and meaningful 

memories that are preserved, if not idealized across time” (Stephan et al., 2012, p. 297). 

Nostalgia is often an observable emotion or affective experience based on the exposure to 

material that triggers a memory in the subject of a past lived experience or feeling (Sinclair, 

2009). In the encounter of nostalgia, one is met with the realization of mortality and its salience. 

Nostalgic qualities facilitate a realization of mortality, whether consciously or subconsciously 

(Routledge, 2008).   

The realization of mortality calls for the distancing of oneself from this reality. Nostalgia 

acts as a way in which we can put on our rose-colored glasses and view the past as something 

separate from current reality, some type of vessel in which we can safely travel back in time and 

not worry about the present or future. The word nostalgia comes from Greek origins. The root 

word nostos means to return home, whereas algos means pain. The late 18th-century Latin 

translation reveals nostalgia to mean homesickness. This understanding of nostalgia can be 

explained as “an occurrent emotion or affective experience” contrary to having a fascination with 

the past (Howard, 2012, p 641). So, with this we understand nostalgia to mean a return to pain or 

to experience longing sickness. Therein lies the essence of what nostalgia does to the viewer. 

This realization of mortality takes the person and subjects them to old wounds.  

Mortality is the state of being subject to death (Russell,1994). Various threats in narrative 

films can subject audience members to the realization of their mortality. These mortality threats 

can be displayed as elements and themes in media that represent fears of death or the 

acknowledgment of its presence. With the utilization of nostalgia as a tool to portray these 

feelings, the audience is then subjected to the wounds of the past and is more aware of the 
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fleetingness of life itself. The importance of understanding the effects that nostalgia has on one’s 

mortality has loosely been explored until now. By taking nostalgia and pairing its effects with 

media or its utilization in marketing tactics the audience is now being exposed to thoughts that 

may be intrusive or involuntary.  

Involuntary memory plays a large role in carrying out the functions of nostalgia on the 

spectator. These memories can arise from common stimuli in various forms giving the impulsive 

nature of the recollection a strong emotional attachment within our psyche and creating 

“everyday memories” within the viewer's mind (Mace, 2008, p. 3). The everyday stimulus can 

create a reactionary response in the mind and attach these feelings and emotions to the various 

senses encountered. In spectatorship, the viewer is watching media without taking part in the 

actions or scenarios physically (Chaudhuri, 2014). The spectator participates with their 

accumulated knowledge of the real world and their place within it (Horton, 1956). The power of 

nostalgia in media transgresses into the viewer's recollection of their mortality through narrative, 

or temporal juncture via picture sound relation and narrative structure.  

The relationship between the medium and the viewer has a real impact on the world 

outside of this experience. A very recent occurrence is the real mortality threats that were present 

in the COVID-19 pandemic and the public’s reaction to media and information during this time. 

In a time of misinformation and confusion, the explosive response in marketing and advertising 

came in the form of nostalgically heightened media. At this time there seemed to be an emotional 

reaction and outreach for content that felt familiar and comforting. Celebrity brands started to 

float to the surface as a voice of reason in an unreasonable set of precedents. Tom Hanks 

contracted the COVID-19 virus during his filming of Elvis in March 2020 (McVerry, 2021). 
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Perhaps it was because of this timely incident his voice was amplified in the nostalgic minds and 

hearts of the audience.   

This important attachment of a celebrity brand to very real mortality threats exemplifies 

the power of nostalgia and how this can be implemented as a tactic in furthering our 

understanding of the connections between emotional responses in an audience and the real-life 

outcomes through the entertainment mediums.   
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Chapter 2. Literature Review  

To understand the underlying themes and elements that are employed in the film 

narrative, and how nostalgia might be at work, this chapter provides an overview of the literature 

in the areas of philosophy, brand and media, and film studies.  

The development of character branding has become integral to new marketing practices 

in branding and audience engagement. Tailored marketing has become an influential tool in 

addressing an audience’s desires and aligning them with a brand’s identity, and character brands 

can help create that identity (Wang, 2012, p. 5602). While some studies have focused on 

celebrity star power, character branding has become the focus of integrated marketing and 

communication practices (Alsmadi, 2006; Yang, 2018). Branding goes beyond notable brands in 

everyday life, it goes further than the aisle of a grocery store. Brand identity is located within 

your favorite films and even plays into emotions through the careful production of elements of 

sound and image relationships (O'Reilly, 2013). In the medium of film, there are multiple points 

for which the integration of branding has potential, the most notable or obvious being visual 

representation through direct brand placement or by having the characters interact with the brand 

directly (Árpád, 2016). A notable correlation between brand placement and Tom Hanks is made 

in the article Branded Entertainment and Integrated Product Placement in Tom Hanks Movies, 

“Tom Hanks is one of them, mostly because of the movie Cast Away and the brands “starring” 

it, FedEx, and Wilson” (Árpád, 2016 p. 6) when referring to Hollywood actors who are most 

notably associated with direct branded content in film.   

This paper examines how an actor and the characters they play might contain a key for 

character branding and therefore draws from literature on brand identity, nostalgia, and 

emotional connection. It also considers the theories of narrative in discovering the underlying 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Daragh%20O%27Reilly
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themes and elements being used to portray these audio-visual cues, uses, and gratification in 

locating and identifying the needs and desires of the audience. Studying different memory 

reactions that can take place when subjected to varying traumas and mortality threats helps to 

link the emotional reactionary processes to the trust and respect of the brand identity the actor 

portrays.   

Brand Identity  

A brand identity allows the audience to connect with the brand and find loyalty to the 

product or service. David Aaker, the creator of the Aaker Branding Model, explained that brand 

identity examines different associations attributed to a brand that is strategically created or 

maintained (Aaker, 1996). When applying these phenomena to an actor or character the identity 

of the brand becomes a “human brand” (Thomson, 2006, p. 104). This importance in 

understanding a human as an effective brand is crucial to the emotional and psychological 

influence that these celebrities can wield over an audience.   

Tom Hanks’ ability to transcend the screen and directly affect the real world came to 

fruition when his COVID-19 diagnosis was announced publicly on March 11, 2020, A team of 

media and communication researchers at Pennsylvania State University:  

 “Surveyed 682 people about their attitudes and behaviors toward COVID-19. Just under 

 90% of 

the people surveyed had heard about Hanks’ social media posts saying he contracted the virus. 

Approximately half of that group reported it changed their attitudes and behaviors.” (McVerry, 

2021, p. 3)    

When a notable human brand that is trusted within his medium comes out into reality to 

address real mortality threats and traumas, this relationship with his past portrayal of characters 
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strengthens the bond and trust that the audience may have in their views on a given situation 

(Malone, 2013). Hanks’ position of power in this scenario is a result of years of building a 

relationship between the audience and his work. Hanks’ brand identity and the longevity of a 

relationship with his audience interact to create a strong emotional relationship between the 

viewers and his characters, and subsequently him as a celebrity with a “sense of admiration and 

loyalty” (Malone, 2013 p.159). This ability to create emotional bonds between audience and 

character renders the viewer emotionally vulnerable and the introduction of traumas and 

mortality threats easily attaches historical contexts and past experiences to the feeling of 

nostalgia.  

 Nostalgia  

A common feeling that is exhibited when watching certain films is nostalgia. Certain 

nostalgic films have specific elements and conflicts that range and vary but all relate in the same 

way of targeting trauma. These traumas and conflicts create a connection between the audience 

and the actor of the film, thus creating a strong sense of trust in the brand identity of the actor 

and therefore creating loyalty to the brand.   

The Greek origin of the term Nostalgia comes from the compound words nostos (return) 

and algos (pain). The term was coined by Johannes Hofer (1688/1934), a Swiss physician, as a 

sickness that he observed when field workers would become disgruntled and long for their 

homes. While this understanding of nostalgia is based on sickness and pain, the emotion is not 

always inherently negative. The importance of nostalgia’s impact is that it is deeply emotional 

and tied to one's mortality, the realization of a finite existence. References to this emotion can be 

found in the writings of Caesar, Hippocrates, and the Bible (Sedikides, 2012). For example, in 

the book of Ecclesiastes, ‘Why were the former days better than these?’ For it is not from 
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wisdom that you ask this” (English Standard Version Bible, 2001, Ecclesiastes 7:10). This 

retrospective interest in the past is so innately experienced within humanity that its existence 

spans through all literature and medium.   

Nostalgia works as “an occurrent emotion or affective experience, rather than simply a 

fascination with the past- it is brought about by the kind of memory which at least ‘appears to be 

‘reliving’ of the individual’s phenomenal experience during that earlier moment'’ (Brewer, 1996, 

p. 60). This explanation of nostalgia gives insight into the ways that emotional attachment to 

actions, feelings, or situations can trigger responses in an audience to attach to the character in a 

film and allow for a connection or bond to form in the viewer's mind between that protagonist 

and their emotional responses or memories.   

Nostalgia is a return to pain or to experience longing sickness. Therein lies the essence of 

what nostalgia does to the viewer. This realization of mortality takes the person and subjects 

them to old wounds. Hanks is known for his crucial roles in films that exhibit trauma and 

mortality throughout conflicts and situations on screen.   

The discussion around nostalgia lends to deep emotional relationships that directly react 

to threat responses in a way that “nostalgia imbues life with meaning, which facilitates coping 

with an existential threat - one of the primary human challenges is carving out a meaningful 

existence” (Sedikides, 2008, p. 306). The connection to a character or brand can provide the 

audience with the ability to generate these meaningful experiences through these emotional 

connections.   

Character Branding  

Character brands are powerful in that they often embody certain emotions in a particular 

person or character. One such actor that has successfully infiltrated the hearts and minds of 
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millions is none other than Tom Hanks. His notability in portraying the likable heartfelt character 

across many noteworthy cinematic pieces is highly regarded as a nostalgic linkage to the 

mortality and trauma of the audience. Celebrities like Tom Hanks are “human brands” 

(Thomson, 2006, p. 104). Hanks’ on-screen and off-screen actions are relevant in building brand 

loyalty amongst his fans. For instance, when thinking about the impact a celebrity has outside of 

their work many tend to gravitate to pivotal figures in cinematic history such as Daniel Radcliffe 

in Harry Potter (2001), Johnny Depp in Pirates of the Caribbean (2003), and Robert De Niro in 

Taxi Driver (1976). Each of these actors harnesses their roles as influential characters inside and 

outside of the film. It should be noted that all these actors are men, and present white. Hollywood 

has been criticized for mass appeal, and often markets to the majority rather than minority 

groups. That said, this study does not specifically examine race or gender as a component of 

brand identity or nostalgia. That said, Tom Hanks, the subject of our study presents and identifies 

as a white male of Western European descent (Quinn, 2016).  

Hanks has portrayed historical figures and beloved childhood characters facing the 

everyday fears of mortality that we all share as a staple of his brand identity. Hanks’ roles in 

films but also his performance in those films, and his recognizability inform how the public can 

relate to his identity as an actor and person. This makes him a fitting vessel for emotional 

experiences, memories, and nostalgia.  

Coined as the “Hollywood’s Everyman” in articles as notorious as The New York Times 

(Sperling, 2020) and “Mr. Ordinary” (McDonald, 2013, p. 1847), Tom Hanks exhibits traits in 

his films that the audience on a large scale has been able to relate to. Relational aspects of his 

brand identity make for a smoother transition into trust and create a relationship that allows for 

personal integration into his films. Hanks’ direct endorsement of branded material relies heavily 
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on the films he has appeared in rather than the direct endorsement of a product or brand. The 

Davie-Brown Index (DBI), “an independent index for brand marketers and agencies that 

determines a celebrity’s ability to influence brand affinity and consumer purchase intent” 

(McDonald, 2013 p. 1848), showed that contrary to Hanks’ high rating on the DBI he avoided 

the direct endorsement of brands but would be featured in films that would have strong and 

direct brands attributed to them. Through the medium of film, Hanks has created an environment 

for which his brand identity and character brand thrive, in tandem with the use of important 

theoretical frameworks that heighten the effects he and his characters have on screen.   

Theoretical Frameworks  

In revealing specific literary elements in film and advertising we are more accurately able 

to pin down the specific tactics and patterns that have provided Hanks with the notoriety and 

trust that is now placed upon him. The key terms being explored are nostalgia, mortality, trauma, 

and narrative.   

Within these terms are connections that give Hanks’ character brand more credibility and 

brand trust, such as parasocial relationships. Most of his credit for being a nostalgic brand 

identity, or vessel to experience trauma, comes from his portrayal in feature films. Tom Hanks is 

recognized as a lovable and emotional character whom the audience can therefore place their 

attention on for a brief time and let him experience the disasters and situations that so many have 

been able to avoid or leave in the past. Discourses on how Tom Hanks became the beloved idol 

of nostalgia that many find him to be today, are prevalent across varying platforms, articles, and 

message boards on the internet.  
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Terror Management Theory   

One applicable theory when discussing nostalgia is the terror management theory. 

“According to terror management theory, one can mitigate existential anxiety through shared 

beliefs about the nature of reality that imbue life with meaning. Nostalgia can contribute to an 

overall sense of enduring meaning in one's life” (Niemeyer, 2014 p.114). Existential threats, 

human challenges, and the inevitability of mortality are all obstacles that are presented within 

films and media to target and elicit reactions from the audience. The ability to relate to these 

threats makes the relationship between the audience and marketing more vulnerable. In Hanks’ 

case, it is to build loyalty to his brand identity by being associated with these emotions. The 

article goes on to articulate how nostalgia is an inherently self-relevant emotion which would 

move to argue that these emotions are strengthened by the parasocial relationship one has with a 

celebrity.   

Parasocial Relationships  

Parasocial relationships involve the perception of a viewer’s relationship through media 

(Schiappa, 2005). Associations with Hanks’ fictional characters throughout media have been 

developed through consumption via his narrative features. The relatability of his characters 

comes from the narrative structure, which allows him to be subjected to varying mortality 

threats, strengthening the bond or trust between the viewer and the medium. In the article Can’t 

Stop thinking about Star Wars and The Office: antecedents of retrospective imaginative 

involvement. Ulusoy (2022) argues that the audience's identification with the actor or character 

comes from adapting their point of view (p. 9). This parasocial relationship makes relating to the 

trauma or conflict easier and strengthens the loyalty between audience and actor via 
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“Retrospective Imaginative Involvement” or the “asynchronous cognitive investment in the 

narrative” (Ulusoy, 2022, p.3).  

Narrative Theory  

An important aspect of this relationship stems from narrative theory. Narrative has been a 

founding medium embedded within storytelling since the dawn of man, but narrative theory 

seeks to examine each strand from which the narrative structure is woven. A more precise 

understanding of narrative theory can be explained as “the semantic narrative system - aids the 

understanding of structural dynamics and the underlying narrative mechanisms that come into 

play during the compositional stages” (Varotsis, 2015, p. 2). In story narratives, such as those in 

popular films, the character or protagonist helps the audience evaluate different elements and 

situations to understand the story arc better. Narrative theory involves the process of examining 

narrative elements and their relationships, message salience, and other potential effects (Eden et 

al., 2014). In deconstructing the narrative, the various elements that work together to build the 

entirety of the story become definable and therefore more understandable.   

One notable aspect of narrative specifically in film and literature is the hero's journey plot 

device (Vogler, 2017). To the audience, there are the known elements of the narrative, and what 

the hero travels into through the story arc is the unknown. This journey is how the audience 

follows a protagonist through different types of character-building trials and changes. These 

films can portray the hero's journey in various ways and attribute themes, elements, and 

nostalgically reminiscent qualities to the narrative.   

Narratives can be fiction or nonfiction but for the case of this study the genre being 

explored among these films is inherently fiction, but with various elements presented within each 

film. Characters must explore bravery and overcome obstacles; therefore, mortality is often part 
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of the hero's journey. The representation of these threats on the lives of the characters spans 

various forms but is consistently present throughout the narratives.  

Thematic Narrative  

One type of Narrative Analysis is thematic. This type of analysis focuses on the way that 

the story is portrayed and the elements within that create themes. The way that these themes can 

be analyzed and experienced is through familiarity with the subject matter. An important point of 

the narrative is that “narrative and self are inseparable,” thus it feels so familiar and personal to 

the viewer (Ochs & Capps, 1996, p. 20). The narrative form is a way of making sense of 

traumatic situations that disrupt ordinary life. These situations create a feeling in the audience of 

familiarity and thus allow them to relate these situations to the traumas of their past.   

Uses and Gratifications Theory  

Considering the power of entertainment, it might be useful to understand why people 

watch films in the first place. Uses and gratifications theory provides a framework to understand 

why people seek entertainment media and may be motivated or emotionally affected by it.   

 The emotional needs of the audience are fulfilled by Tom Hanks undergoing traumatic 

stress that the audience can vicariously experience through him. People use the media to face the 

trauma that they may not be ready to deal with or experience. This experience can be explained 

as catharsis, the “‘purgation’ of emotions of pity and fear from the consciousness of the audience 

that witnesses the tragedy or as the ‘purification’ in a moral or ethical sense of these emotions” 

(Golden, 1962, p. 51). A cathartic experience allows for the audience to receive and adapt to 

environments and situations that they may not be consciously ready for, thus a vessel such as 

Hanks is necessary for these experiences.   
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The effective application of uses and gratifications involves several different cognitive 

and emotional elements that fulfill an audience’s needs and desires. Most of these are built on 

physical and psychological needs people have. To understand the theory and design of human 

interactions with entertainment it is helpful to understand the different levels at which a human 

interacts with media. They are categorized into five needs:   

• Cognitive needs  

• Tension free need  

• Affective needs  

• Personal Integrative needs  

• Social Integrative needs (Kasirye 2021, p. 1-3)  

Cognitive Needs. Cognitive needs encompass the need for knowledge. Often characters 

help us to gain experiences we might not have. They can portray relationships, ambitions, 

experiences with historical events, and even emotions we have not yet experienced. The 

cognitive knowledge aspect of this paper can be accessed via Tom Hanks's COVID-19 

announcement. In a time of the unknown, the public was able to look to a trusted brand identity 

to reveal the threats and importance of understanding the deadly virus. In this case, Hanks’ first-

hand experience with the virus is enough to satisfy a need for information. Often news media and 

public information fulfill this role.  Critical Information Needs (CINs) (often used as a guide in 

journalism and public relations) can be utilized to analyze the content and show that the story of 

Hanks’ contraction of the virus not only affected those near him but the much larger population, 

thus giving the public the ability to gain insight and information on the needs of themselves via 

Hanks’ and his announcements on the subject (Napoli, 2018).  
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Tension Relief/Release. The uses and gratifications of tension relief/release are most 

notable in the traumatic aspects of these films. The exposure to these scenarios can allow the 

audience to reminisce or long for past experiences and identify with the protagonist on his hero’s 

journey. The succumbing to traumatic experiences via a vicarious vessel allows for the release of 

tension in the viewer without having to undergo the trauma of being in the given situation 

(Kasirye 2021).   

On the opposition is the cultivation of traumatic elements through the medium that a 

spectator can endure giving the potential for the negative assessment of the media into the 

spectator's mental processes (Pinchevski, 2016, p. 51). The tension relief or release needs can be 

met with the relieving factors mentioned or have the potential to create negative associations 

with the content being viewed. A common understanding of this experience can be the side 

effects of visual trauma stimulating Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in the audience. 

PTSD, while not something that is commonly associated with nostalgia, is a way of 

understanding the impact that the potential for trauma and mortality threat depiction in film can 

create very real and strong relationships between the audience and the medium. The 

circumvention of this could come from the framing of spectatorship, the act of watching 

something without taking part or even gazing, the indulging desire to look from a privileged 

vantage point without being seen ourselves (Chaudhuri, 2014). These distanced forms of viewing 

give the audience the advancement of a dissociated view of the Hanks’ characters while 

undergoing traumatic events.  

Affectional Emotion. The affectional aspect of nostalgic films is due to the emotional 

situations and characteristics that are attributed to nostalgic qualities. The emotional longing for 
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the past or better times is innately personal and deep-rooted in human consciousness (Holak, 

1998). These nostalgic elements attach to emotional triggers in the human psyche.   

Studies by Susan L. Holak (City University of New York - College of Staten Island) and 

William J. Havlena (New Jersey Institute of Technology) sought to locate the emotional 

components of nostalgia, finding that the common variable of nostalgic behavior resulted in 

emotional responses that the subjects exhibited (Holak, 1998). These studies attributed these 

emotional recollections of nostalgic experiences to the marketing tactics used in images and 

themes in advertising (Holak, 1998, p. 223). In finding the association of emotional responses to 

nostalgia the affectional emotion needed in uses and gratifications is directly applicable.   

Personal and Social Integration/Knowledge. The integration of a person’s conscious 

thoughts about the media they consume is important for understanding the socio-economic 

standing of an individual and their place within society. Comparison and attribution of items and 

elements showcased in media strengthen an individual’s ability to feel connected to society and 

their surroundings. Content reassures individuals that they are participating in the communal 

conversation shared through media.   

Studies conducted by Susan L. Holak and William J. Havlena at Rutledge University 

(1998) also utilized the personal and social integration need in the uses and gratifications theory 

by having the subjects write their nostalgic recollections, thus integrating their own personal and 

social need into the study directly (Holak & Halvena, 1998). The important variable in the study 

is the memories of the subjects and their own emotional and psychological attachment to 

nostalgia.   
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Memory    

A narrative’s ability to utilize the needs and influences of an audience’s emotional state 

utilizes the core psychological actions of memory. The ability to probe an audience's emotional 

reactions to audio-visual stimuli and narrative structure showcases “their power to shape the 

collective imagination of the past'' (Erill, 2008, p. 389).   

The nostalgic reaction to the film medium is built upon the spectator's relationships and 

past experiences, thus triggering memories and associations with the content (Schiappa, 2005). 

Memory and the different types of memory are at the core of the nostalgic experience when 

relating to the character within a story and their experiences with trauma.   

Recollective Memory. The experience of nostalgia is commonly referred to as a form of 

memory known as recollective memory. Recollective memory reassures an individual of past 

lived experience due to their engagement in that specific time and place, this type of recollection 

can be triggered by different stimuli that are similar or present within the memory of the 

individual.    

Psychologist William F. Brewer (1996) defines the term vaguely and broadly as, “the 

type of memory that occurs when an individual recalls a specific episode from their past 

experience” (p.19). This definition allows for the inference of different stimuli to attract the 

attention of the viewer and navigate their memory toward something that is directly attributed to 

the lived past. This form of memory is experienced by individuals due to their own experiences 

and while the definition is broad, the scenarios which can generate this type of memory can be 

very specifically linked to that individual and their emotional view of the situation or 

experience.   
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Affective Memory. Affective memory while relying on emotion does not “absolve one 

from compassion, judgment, or critical reflection” (Boym, 2007 p. 12). The emotional response 

and stimuli involved in this memory have the predisposition to be apprehended as to come from 

a place without reliability to the details or specifics of the experience that is being remembered. 

This type of memory can be viewed from a critical standpoint even though it is emotionally 

stimulated.   

By attributing emotion to a feeling or memory there is a preconceived notion that this 

would qualify the memory as purely emotion-based and without credibility, according to Boym 

this is not the case. Affective memory is stimulated by emotion but is still capable of the 

responses that other memories provide. Affective memory can be viewed as the most effective 

form of nostalgic tactics by directly attributing memory to feelings. This type of memory is 

arguably one of the most vulnerable spaces for the audience to endure an experience, whether 

that be voluntary or involuntary.   

Involuntary Memory. The occurrence of a memory that is directly stimulated via a 

reaction to something outside of the control of the individual is considered an involuntary 

memory. Dorthe Bernstein (2007), a psychologist dealing with autobiographical memory, 

described involuntary memory as an “associative way of recollecting past events that involve 

little executive control” (p. 7). This involuntary recollection can be of various variables such as 

people, locations, items, etc.  

This type of memory can be viewed as intrusive because the sensation happens while the 

subject is not entirely focused or paying attention to the stimulus that is causing this reaction. 

These types of memory are not a rare occurrence but are common in daily life, for the use of 

nostalgia in instigating this reaction would be an internal process for the audience rather than that 



 26 

of affective or recollective memories because the effect is something that is not entirely made 

aware to the subject until it is experienced.   

Postmodernism  

The destabilization of identity and the portrayal of a mirrored reality displayed in 

nostalgic media often lend to the studies of postmodernism in film. The reaction to the efforts of 

an explained reality or human experience and a multiplicity of perspectives “the reflection of a 

basic reality” according to Baudrillard (1998) is connected to how we think about both fiction 

and reality (p. 44). This connection to reality and the experience that the medium of film creates 

in retrospective thought allows for a deeper analysis of our own identity and past experiences. 

“The nostalgia film is also said to gratify the audience’s desire to return to their own pasts” 

(Connor, 2004, p. 49). In this sense postmodernism in the nostalgic sense returns an audience to 

their past life, often in an admiring or reminiscent way. The films that Hanks occupies often have 

thematic elements of family values and small hometowns, when this is paired with 

postmodernism the effect creates an experience of longing and rose-colored retrospection.  

Given the theoretical framework of character brands, brand identity, film, and narrative 

approaches and uses and gratification theory, this study seeks to better evaluate what narrative 

elements might be present in Tom Hanks films and suggest what brand filmmakers can learn 

from his character brand. The next chapter will explain the process of identifying specific 

narrative themes with these elements present.    
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Chapter 3. Methods  

By gathering the various theoretical frameworks and defining the key points of interest, 

the study now comes to the action of applying these methods to a compilation of variables to 

which this knowledge can be further applied to reach a conclusive argument for the reactionary 

process of the nostalgic experience. The process of defining key characteristics and components 

is instrumental in the ability to dissect the intrinsic focus of these experiences. Thematic 

Analysis allows for the identification of these various theories to rely on the meaning and 

interpretation to come from the data itself (Rogers, 2017, p. 22).  

The research was conducted by gathering differing narrative films that illustrated varying 

mortality threats and nostalgic qualities while all still featuring Tom Hanks as the protagonist. 

Each respective film was chosen to represent its genre based on its popularity. Eight films were 

chosen from different genres, release dates, and budgets. All the films chosen were box office 

hits and thus were appropriately tied to an audience's reception in a generally well-received 

notion. The steps taken in this research were formed in the stages that Michelle Butina represents 

in thematic analysis, first by preparing and organizing the data, having a “general sense of the 

information provided” (Butina, 2015, p. 193). The act of gathering qualitative data involved 

taking the themes found in the process of identification and organizing them and then 

interpreting the data for review.   

Films  

These popular films are amongst some of the highest-grossing films of all time and are 

notably considered to be highly nostalgic for varying ages. IMDB’s top result for ‘most nostalgic 

films of all time’ results in a list with the films Forrest Gump (1994), Cast Away (2000), and 

Saving Private Ryan (1998) being listed in the top 20. The Green Mile (1999) and Toy Story 
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(1995) are later listed under the top 50 (Matthews, 2014). This is no coincidence, as will be 

discussed later, these films purposefully have been chosen as some of the best representations of 

nostalgic media tied to Tom Hanks because of the elements and themes found within their 

stories. These films house specific time capsules of trauma and the representation of threats in 

varying forms against mortality and are all intentionally designed to draw on the emotions and 

trust of the audience.    

Research  

The research materials were gathered via physical copies of DVDs and on-demand 

streaming services. The choice to analyze 5 films came down to three specific areas of criteria: 

box office sales, genre, and the number of mortality threats and nostalgic elements (Callum, 

2022). The higher the box office sales would correlate with the higher viewership proven by the 

collection of his “films which have accumulated over $8 billion at the global box office” 

(McDonald, 2013, p.1845). By having high box office sales worldwide, one could believe that 

these films would then be able to have more of an impact on a wider audience or general 

population. The genre criteria would lend to having a varied grouping of sources from which to 

pull narrative elements that were different enough to not consistently yield the same results when 

coding. The third criterion is the base of the research; the elements of nostalgia and mortality 

threats that would allow for the vessel, Hanks, to experience traumatic situations, to which the 

audience would then vicariously subject their emotional state in response to the actions and 

reactions of Hanks’ characters.   

The protocol for conducting the research came from having a series of qualities, themes, 

and elements to examine during the duration of the film. Rather than relying on data based on 

numerical variables, the research was focused on the uncovering meaning that these themes and 
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techniques illicit (Merriam, 2015). Each notable instance within the narrative structure is listed 

and then the benefits of the research. This form of qualitative research and analysis comes from 

the viewing of narratives and thematic elements and collecting raw data from the stories 

represented (Butina, 2015).   

The accumulation of these elements and features is tallied into a grouping to find patterns 

and links between mortality threat and the trust that is then suspended onto Hanks as the 

protagonist in the film. Qualitative coding using excel sheets creates the audience and actor. The 

use of excel sheets to create an orderly process to analyze qualitative data is regarded as an "easy 

method for systematic identification and structuring interview data” (Ose, 2016 p. 145).  While 

these mediums do not constitute interviews, the audio-visual relation of the scenarios being 

played out on screen does fulfill the qualitative needs to gather the respective data into an 

ordered process for which to analyze. This process makes the themes and elements of Hanks’ 

brand identity in films more easily deconstructed by individual characteristics portrayed by the 

various characters.            

Hanks’ brand identity within the given films develops trust between the audience and the 

medium (Wang, 2012, p. 5602). His portrayal of the everyman’s man gives the audience a door 

into the perceptive nature of nostalgia and allows emotional attachment to situations and themes. 

In coding these patterns and themes the connection between what is being presented and the 

emotional response that can be triggered engages a conversation beyond a general enjoyment of 

the films. This conversation aims at reaching further into the vast mortality threats that are ever-

present in daily life. These elements of Hanks’ brand identity found within the film are portrayed 

in very similar instances of trust, understanding, and leadership.   
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The process for analysis began with the preparation and gathering of media through 

various methods. The availability of the films that were to be examined varied depending on 

subscriptions to streaming services, physical copies, and having to purchase the films outright. 

Of the five films to be examined, three were available directly through physical DVD copies. 

The three films that were available on DVD were Cast Away (2000), Toy Story (1995), and The 

Green Mile (1999). Forrest Gump (1994), as well as Cast Away, were available via Netflix, Toy 

Story on Disney+, and Saving Private Ryan (1998) on Paramount +.  

Analysis for each film varied depending on the runtime of the film and the content. For 

example, Saving Private Ryan has a runtime of 2 hours and 49 minutes and heavily relies on the 

traumas of war throughout the entirety of the film. Emotional, mental, and physically traumatic 

instances can be identified within most scenes in the film. This pushed for a deeper form of 

examination- to look toward the conversations between the characters and find importance in 

how they were dealing with the trauma rather than identifying the trauma alone. This form of 

categorization took longer than that of the other films because it was a layer deeper into the 

psyche of the characters when being wholly drowned in trauma and mortality threats more so 

than that of the other films.  

 The process of categorization and evaluation consisted of having both a laptop with the 

excel sheets open and a remote to stop the films and record the time codes for when the noted 

element was taking place. This system of continuous pauses, writing, and resuming the film 

allowed for the notes to come in cohesive thoughts rather than rapidly jotted down notations. The 

nostalgic elements of the films took the most time to note being that their instances were 

specially placed to elicit stronger emotions in certain scenes. Their complexity in intention and 

portrayal created an atmosphere where the relation to the scene or scenario was heightened due 



 31 

to the nostalgic qualities that the scene emitted. Examples of nostalgically elicited narrative 

choice would be shots that lingered for a longer duration, deafening audio of ambient noise, or 

the opposite which accompanied dramatic scoring to further push the audience into an emotional 

state.  

 In Cast Away the most notable method for the film to exaggerate the feeling of isolation 

would be through the manipulation of audio. The film begins with such a rushed sense of sound 

and motion that comes to an immediate halt when Hanks’ character is now stranded on an island. 

This stark contrast is one of the many ways in which the actual editing process of the film can be 

utilized to create atmospheric tensions and emotions that directly affect the viewer's perception 

of the scenario.  

To organize data from the films, the researcher used Excel sheets labeled with columns 

for various elements. These included nostalgic themes, narrative elements, patterns and parallels, 

trauma, mortality threats, and historical context. The analysis of each film began with noting the 

title, director, runtime, synopsis, main character, and background of the main character (as 

gathered from the context given in the film). Beginning with the given information creates a 

baseline for understanding contextually where the film is coming from within its historical 

context. For instance, films that predated disasters such as 9/11 carry different emotional 

ideologies and mortality threats than those after (Bryan, 2016). The emotional angle that was 

taken to unpack these themes in scenes was from the standing based on a few key characteristics 

within a given scene or interaction. These characteristics are shaped by the emotional tension 

built by sound and picture relation, the context of the conversation or action based on location 

and time, as well as the subject matter of the conversation.  
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By identifying the nostalgic qualities of films and their historical representation was done 

by considering the release dates of the films and the depiction of the year within the film itself. 

Films such as Forrest Gump spanned decades, so the specific instances of historical 

representation were vast and specific to the key points in history where events had happened. 

Within the context of the historical representation were the formal methods of film techniques 

which were done to elicit emotional responses.  

 If a certain scene utilized an emotional score during a deep conversation in the rain, for 

example, this would be playing into the audience's affective memory by creating scenarios of 

emotional tension and thus having the ability to create a sense of longing or caring for the 

characters or a time that predetermined an emotional response to the senses based off past 

experiences. If there were conversations amongst characters that were previously hinted at, or 

foreshadowed, then the audience would have been knowingly or unknowingly led into a sense of 

familiarity and thus trust for the subject matter or characters themselves, these interactions were 

identified and categorized under the narrative elements portion of the sheets.   

The two films directed by Robert Zemeckis, Forrest Gump, and Cast Away, were 

released 6 years apart from each other. Forrest Gump is a 1994 film and Cast Away was released 

in 2000. The year the films were released can help inform narrative choices and thematic 

elements that were chosen to employ certain thematic elements as important or crucial to 

understand the story of the film.   

The historical context for which we as an audience view a catastrophic event about reality 

can shape how we are affected emotionally and mentally. The strong sense of a better or more 

simple time can be easily felt when having the contrast of reality at play. Russell W. Belk (1990) 

defines the construct as a wistful mood that may be prompted by an object, a scene, a smell, or a 
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strain of music’ (Holak, 1998 p. 670). This basis for stimulating sensations fueled the coding for 

nostalgic elements utilized in the films as a way for the character brand to attach emotional 

weight to the scenes and their depictions of trauma within them. This coding resulted in the 

following research questions:   

Q1: What nostalgia themes are used in films starring Tom Hanks?   

Q2: How do the traumas and mortality threats exhibited in films starring Tom Hanks 

create a nostalgic experience?   

Q3: What best practices can build character brand trust and loyalty in films?    
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Chapter 4. Analysis  

This research sought to understand how films can benefit from the brand trust of a 

character brand by examining how Tom Hanks acts as a vessel of nostalgia for the audience. 

Brand identity and trust can connect help viewers connect emotionally and mentally through 

nostalgic elements. As the character experiences trauma and mortality threats, viewers gain a 

tangential experience of these traumas and threats. To further understand the relationship 

between character brand, nostalgia, and brand trust, the researcher examined narrative elements 

and representations that elicited nostalgic experiences in five pre-9/11 Tom Hanks Films.   

Thematic elements of nostalgia are represented differently depending on the genre of the 

films, but ultimately Tom Hanks' representation of his characters is so poignantly represented as 

trustworthy and respected that the viewer can empathetically relate to him within the themes of 

the films.  By viewing the narratives of mortality and situations of adversity these characters 

experience, the audience is rendered vulnerable and can vicariously reminisce about situations 

that are felt unanimously throughout the shared human experience that these films represent, 

such as isolation, anxiety, and physical harm.   

The ways that nostalgia can be represented in the film vary depending on the genre of the 

film. For example, the feeling and representation of isolation are portrayed differently in Cast 

Away than in Toy Story. Though these two films are different in genre they both effectively 

represent the trauma attributed to isolation. Tom Hanks’ characters display the ability to cope 

with their surroundings and persevere. The similarities in Hanks’ characters being the everyman 

man across these films creates trust in the protagonists. By relating to the characters and 

developing trust in them the audience lowers their guard and is more easily persuaded into 

having memories generated by the various techniques and elements presented in the films.  
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All the films selected utilize the theoretical frameworks of affective, involuntary, and 

recollective memory. These frameworks push the narrative forward and structure the elements of 

trauma within the films to place Hanks’ characters as martyrs for the viewer. The vulnerability 

created by these themes is a way for the relationship to strengthen and more effectively break 

down the barrier between the audience and the traumas and mortality threats represented.   

The importance of a historical context within these films places the trauma and mortality 

threats in separate defined areas for the viewer to then experience these narrative elements at 

play. The understanding of the environment and a connection with it allows for a stronger bond 

or trust to form between the audience and the protagonists. These specific historical situations 

play into the narrative and the viewer's psyche by attributing time and place with trauma to 

activate recollective memory within the viewer. This form of attributing specific past 

experiences to memory within a narrative structure can form a bond that is strengthened via 

empathy or sympathy for the protagonist (Brewer, 1996).  

Forrest Gump – Recollective Memory   

In Forrest Gump, the historical events represented in the film span across decades as the 

viewer experiences the traumas and threats that Forrest himself experiences. With the immense 

number of topics that this film covers it stands out amongst the rest of the films as a narrative 

that captures the viewpoints, themes, and patterns that are present in all the films. Forrest Gump 

is not only one of the most popular films of all time but is also arguably the film in which Tom 

Hanks is best known as an actor (Moller, 2011).   

The themes of this film can be arranged on their own accord but are more deeply 

examined when represented by the characters of the films. The themes that this film exhibits are 

dreams and freedom embodied by Jenny (Forrest’s love interest), tradition and family through 
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Bubba (Forrest’s best friend), and destiny and death via Lt. Dan (Forrest’s platoon leader and 

first mate). Forrest forms deep bonds with each of these characters and subsequently their 

thematic elements as well.   

This film encompasses many of the narrative elements that are to be discussed within this 

section but is best utilized to view these themes under the microscope of recollective memory. 

Starting the film Forrest is seen on a park bench where he begins the narration by talking about 

his past, and so goes the rest of the film, “no more elegant tool exists to describe the human 

condition than the personal narrative” (Taylor, 2002, p 43).  This direct attention to the past and 

his experiences and emotions falls under a nostalgic view (Niemeyer, 2014).   

Forrest’s recollective memory of his past focuses on key personal experiences and events, 

but most importantly his memories are fueled by the people that shaped these events. His time as 

a child into young adulthood was formed by his relationship with Jenny; his time in the military 

and the beginning of his career was shaped by tradition and family exhibited by Bubba; and his 

future, destiny, and inevitable death by Lt. Dan. The intense emotional nature of these themes is 

a reality that people will face within their lifetime. The character of Forrest Gump is showcased 

as experiencing all the elements one after the other. While he is simple, the emotional weight of 

these themes is incredibly complex. By having Forrest as a martyr, the audience can view these 

traumas and mortality threats from a safe distance (Mitchell, 2018 p. 31). The given example is 

HIV which is present in the film via Jenny’s contraction of the disease from multiple years of 

drug use and sexual activity.   

While sympathizing with and evaluating the decisions that are made during these trials 

and tribulations the audience experiences conflicts that may be present in their own lives. The 
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themes present in the movies ultimately shaped the film narrative, thus generating recollective 

memory between Forrest and the audience.   

To identify these respective themes the intent was to focus on elements of trauma and 

mortality threats as they related to the individuals and their thematic counterparts. The story is 

told linearly and therefore is broken up into different stages of Forrest’s life. Jenny has been 

Forrest’s companion for the longest, while Bubba was the shortest. Their impact on him shapes 

the entirety of his being and the story. Identifying these specific themes gives insight into the 

characters and their impact on Forrest, and in return, his actions, and reactions to the themes they 

represented in his life.   

While Forrest’s complete infatuation with Jenny was not reciprocated, it was notably 

consistent with that of a childhood crush many people have experienced. The relatable nature of 

Forrest’s desires and interests, while simple, are widely experienced. These elements persist for 

the duration of the film and can be found in each interaction that Forrest exhibits. Relating and 

empathizing with the character allows the audience to lower their guard and become more 

vulnerable to the trauma and mortality threats that the protagonist is therefore subjected to.   

Cast Away – Affective memory, Gaze, and Isolation  

Cast Away works in parallels and contrast. The beginning of the film and the end of the 

film are two entirely different environments. The fast-paced introduction is quickly subdued by 

the mortality threat of a disastrous plane crash. This then leads our protagonist Chuck Noland 

(Tom Hanks) to become stranded on an island in the Pacific Ocean. While most people have not 

experienced a disaster such as a plane crash, they have felt the looming weight of being or 

feeling alone and isolated.   
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For the film Cast Away, the elements most prominent were present in the mortality threat 

presented by isolation. Chuck Noland’s experience, while drastic in nature, can be evaluated 

from a familiar vantage point. In this way of spectatorship, the audience can suspend their 

judgment on the environment and use gaze and spectatorship to look inward on their own 

experiences with isolation and even empathize with the character’s actions and reactions within 

his new environment. For example, many of Chuck’s actions at the beginning of his unfortunate 

situation are eerily like those of daily life. He does not seem to be completely accepting of the 

severity or reality of his situation. This experience of subverted feelings in the face of trauma is 

common and relatable to a general audience. Tom Hanks’ portrayal of the everyman stuck in a 

drastic situation allows for the trust in the character to be symbolic of that of an ordinary person 

in an extraordinary experience. The audience is not directly experiencing the disaster but can 

relate to the confusion and panic that is experienced in such a situation.   

Elements of isolation, survival, and self-discovery could trigger the affective memory of 

the audience thus causing their perception of nostalgia to grow while viewing the events of the 

film (Howard, 2012). These experiences can remind the viewer of a time outside of these 

traumas and even initiate reminiscence of the past.   

Toy Story – Postmodernism and Isolation   

In Toy Story, the themes, elements, and characteristics of the character Woody (Hanks) 

can be aligned with post-modernist ideologies. The film deals with many elements that can 

represent trauma, but most evident is this difference or “destabilization” (Aylesworth, 2015 p. 1) 

of concepts like identity or epistemic certainty.  Woody and Buzz have a consistent struggle 

throughout the film that relies on the identity of self and their certainty in their respective truths. 
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The destabilization of this all occurs once the duo becomes stranded and battles emotional and 

situational struggles of isolation, rejection, fear, and ultimately identity crisis.   

Woody begins as the trusted leader amongst his entourage of toys. He is quickly usurped 

by the newer more appealing Buzz Lightyear. This causes Woody to actively question the loyalty 

of others and his self-worth. These emotional elements create situations where Woody continues 

to try and prove to himself and others that he is still capable of being the leader they once trusted 

and that he is Andy’s favorite toy.   

Like many of the other films, the narrative structure of the story relies on trust and 

respect. Woody, when faced with the loss of these two feelings is put into a state of panic and 

effortlessly tries to rekindle these feelings within himself and others. As an audience member, 

the emotional attachment lies in the character of Woody as we are continuously shown the world 

through his eyes. We are led to experience many of these traumas and emotional situations 

alongside this character. Woody portrays the good old times or the good old boy since he is 

representative of a time before technology and a time of simplicity. Buzz exemplifies change and 

this presents fear within Woody, a catalyst of action to retain what was once there.  

Saving Private Ryan – Involuntary Memory and Trust   

Saving Private Ryan’s commitment to trauma is unmatched in comparison to the other 

selected films. Every scene of the narrative is composed of emotional, physical, and mental 

trauma. The process of identifying \ specific instances of these recurring elements proved to be 

inconsequential in an attempt at getting to the underlying qualities representative of mortality 

threats. Rather than categorizing these elements specifically for trauma and mortality threats, the 

goal was to analyze the conversations surrounding these themes. The coping mechanisms and 



 40 

reflections between characters were where the actual foundation f for narrative classification and 

theme identification. Even if these reflections and memories are involuntary.   

The situations of mortality threats portrayed in the film unsurprisingly are death, 

physical, mental, and emotional trauma centered. The particularly noteworthy responses to these 

threats are the soldiers' reminiscent views of the time before the war. Often, these memories 

involuntarily triggered reactions that caused the soldiers to become distraught. Unlike the other 

films, when these characters nostalgically looked back on their past, they were met with the 

heavy weight of their current reality. As phrased by Joshua Landy in Philosophy as fiction: self, 

deception, knowledge in Proust, these feelings rooted in nostalgia are not always joyful or 

pleasant but can sometimes be attributed to highly traumatic events of one's past (Bernstein, 

2007). These reactions proved more impactful when the lead protagonist finally shares the truth 

of his past with the squadron.  

The character Hanks portrays in this film is solely built on trust and respect. Little is 

known of his background, and while the curiosity of the squad grows, their commitment while 

tested is unwavering in the face of his vulnerability and ability to relate to the men on a deeper, 

emotional, and ultimately purely human level (Berntsen, 2007).   

Green Mile - Trust  

Green Mile is one of the most notably important films represented in this research. The 

element of nostalgia is immediately present in the structure of this film and the emotional, 

mental, and social characteristics are littered throughout the story. From the very beginning, the 

narrative structure is based on the past and the current telling of these situations that happened to 

Hanks’ character, Paul Edgecomb.   
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The film begins with Paul in a nursing home, and he revisits a dilapidated building in the 

woods. His visits to the building are kept secret but his privacy is respected by those that know 

of these walks. Upon viewing a musical number in a film, he begins to cry. This is 

foreshadowing later events related to the film he watches on the tv and is a source of emotional 

trauma connected to the memory of John Coffey. John Coffey was an inmate that was brought to 

the Green Mile to be put to death due to being accused of the murder of two young girls. Upon 

his arrival, the guards are aware of his massive size but quickly realize that he is polite and timid. 

Paul speaks highly of Coffey and the goodwill that he brought to the guards and inmates during 

his time on the Green Mile. The way that Paul talks about his past is one of respect and longing. 

Many disturbing and sad elements are present, but his view of this time is incredibly important to 

him. The nostalgic reminiscence of the past can be one of hardship and tribulation but can 

ultimately allow the narrator to experience a sense of detachment from their current state (Holak, 

1998).  

To further the understanding of the importance of Green Mile within the argument of this 

research is to look deeper into the relationship that is built between Paul and John Coffey. Paul is 

struggling physically with pain, and this is causing him to strain mentally and emotionally. John 

Coffey first reveals his power by ridding Paul of this pain. This situation creates trust in John for 

Paul which inevitably leads to John allowing Paul to secondhandedly experience the horrors that 

Wild Bill has committed. This relationship of trust to vicariously experience trauma and 

mortality threats through a vessel is ultimately the crux of the argument for this research. This 

relationship between Paul and John Coffey seems to bear more examination, but it demonstrated 

a deeper relationship and therefore it merited a deeper examination.  This “John Coffey Effect” is 

a recollective memory relationship built on a nostalgic reminiscence of the past.   
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The John Coffey Effect   

The experience of trauma and mortality threats vicariously through a vessel based on 

trust. The result is a nostalgic reflection of the memories attached to these emotional experiences. 

Ex. in The Green Mile Paul Edgecomb (Tom Hanks) recollects his time as a prison guard. 

During this time, a man named John Coffey is sent to death row. Through trusting one another 

John Coffey allows Paul to vicariously experience traumas and mortality threats.   

By understanding the relationship between John Coffey and Paul Edgecomb the effects of 

this celebrity audience relationship can be more clearly defined. The traumatic depictions of 

mortality threats via visual and emotional stimuli are a direct representation found by John 

Coffey’s interaction with Paul Edgecomb. This relationship relies on all the key points which are 

being represented in this complex emotional structure for basing this research. The theoretical 

structures for the delivery of these effects help to view the approach more concisely for which 

one could aim to recreate this experience.   

  



 43 

 Chapter 5. Discussion  

The findings of this research strengthen the understanding between emotional reactions 

and the audio-visual accompaniment of the screen in real-world actions and scenarios. By 

establishing a deeper introspective look into the reactionary process of the audience during 

scenes of trauma, mortality threats, or the occasional nod to the past we can further understand 

the importance and power that is the potential of the relationship between audience and actor, or 

celebrity brand.   

Q1 What nostalgia themes are used in films starring Tom Hanks?   

Brand Identity and Character Branding   

The importance of the brand identity in Hanks’ films establishes a basis for how the 

audience will react or interact with the content. Hanks has created a brand identity surrounded by 

the importance of trust and respect by being a voice of reason amongst the chaos in many of his 

films, he appeals to the ordinary. This simplicity in character generates a base level of mutual 

understanding for the everyday man to empathize with the characters along their journey through 

trauma. In situations where these characters are experiencing threats to their mortality, the 

audience is conditioned to sympathize with the character brand that has been created before 

them. This in effect created the well-known and trusted “human brand” of Tom Hanks 

(Thomson, 2006, p. 104).   

This branding of Tom Hanks’ character as the martyr for trauma is evident in each of the 

films that were researched, and the affectionate relationship the audience experiences can be 

explored by the reaction to the threats experienced as well. Tom Hanks' exposure to COVID-19 

changed the view of the virus according to a large majority of respondents to the Penn State 
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survey (McVerry, 2021), this exemplifies the impact that the nostalgia-branded identity of Tom 

Hanks has on viewers.   

The effective methods of employing these scenarios and emotional stimuli in media can 

be carefully crafted to create brand trust in the identity of an individual if portrayed correctly and 

with sensitivity. The best practices exemplified by Tom Hanks's career as an actor have made an 

obvious impact on the world throughout the years. This is not by mistake or chance, this type of 

celebrity branding has developed via trust, respect, and the vicarious nature of experiencing 

trauma and mortality threats through the vessel that is Tom Hanks. Hanks’ ability to portray the 

everyman’s man has made waves in the film industry and spilled into reality as a voice of reason 

in a time of confusion and panic. Hanks’ addressing of his contraction of the COVID-19 virus 

was met with understanding and trust. This ability to speak to the public and reassure them of the 

reality of a situation is not often felt unanimously among the greater population. This was 

possible due to the many years of experiencing mortality threats alongside Hanks and his 

characters.   

Utilizing the frameworks of varying methods of memory structures to inspect the 

elements of nostalgia examined themes within the content more digestible and categorizable. For 

example, the ability to recognize a memory structure to be effective rather than reflective would 

change the viewpoint from which the trauma was eliciting a response and to how Hanks’ 

character was responding or delivering these emotional stimuli. Implementing these memory 

structures with theoretical practices in narrative studies complimented the efforts in trying to 

locate the patterns for which these experiences were being brought to fruition.   

Nostalgia and Narrative (Parasocial Relationships and Affectional Memory)  
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With the understanding of Hanks’ considerable impact on society via his branded identity 

as the ordinary man (McDonald, 2013, p. 1847) the research then begs to discover how this came 

to be. Via the uses of nostalgic brand placement and carefully crafted narrative, the audience is 

conditioned to relate to the brand that is Tom Hanks’ characters. Through the portrayal of past 

experiences in tandem with the brand identity that Hanks has curated, there is a strengthening in 

the empathetic bond for the protagonist within the narrative.  

The elements of his films that appeal to the common man are based on the affectional and 

parasocial relationships that nostalgia brings to an audience (Ulusoy, 2022 p. 9). Within these 

films, Hanks’ characters commonly portray the underdog that faces adversity in almost every 

scenario. The attribution of commonly felt emotions with the pairing of highly recognizable 

brands creates the experience of familiarity and thus trust within the audience for the character.   

The affectional memories associated with Hanks and his characters represent a gateway 

for the parasocial experience to become strengthened over the time spent enduring these traumas 

vicariously. The relationship between viewer and vessel is strengthened and thus creates the 

bond of trust and respect for the characters Hanks portrays.   

Affectional memory is the most recognizable when concerning nostalgic qualities, this 

type of memory paired with the effects of the parasocial relationship has a greater chance of 

creating positively associated memories within the viewer's mind that can then be related to the 

opportunities that branding represents in film. As a best practice, the use of brands in film as 

positive reinforcement after traumatic situations could be a way of having the representation that 

is desired by most marketers. With Hanks as a human brand, he is simultaneously the one who 

endures the pain while also overcoming the adversities that he is up against, in this case, he 
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would be the relief that is sought via uses and gratifications while also having the positive effects 

found in affectional memory associations via parasocial relationships.  

Uses and Gratifications  

Uses and gratifications have multiple needs which were previously discussed, and the 

implementation of these needs when paired with varying memory reactions that are being 

represented in the narrative would reveal the underlying process for which one could or would 

have nostalgic attachments and could relate to the character undergoing these situations. For 

example, when Woody and Buzz are confronted by a hoard of disfigured toys inside Sid’s house, 

they are faced with the reality of their situation thus exhibiting a tension/relief reaction in the 

audience once the viewers and characters simultaneously realize that the toys are of no threat but 

are helping one another, thus creating a memory response in the audience to situations that 

mirror this misunderstanding or mischaracterization. This vicarious experience with Woody and 

Buzz was a traumatic mortality threat that ultimately strengthens the overall trust in the branding 

of this celebrity through narrative.   

In the film Forrest Gump, the conversation between Lt. Dan and Forrest Gump regarding 

the inability to walk and if Forrest has ever experienced this can be viewed as fulfilling the 

cognitive needs that the audience would seek. Forrest Gump grew up not being able to walk 

without braces on his legs, and while Lt. Dan did not know this, he calms down because Forrest 

can directly relate to him in this current situation. While the inability to walk (in adulthood) is 

not an experience that is common amongst a wide audience, it can give insight into the emotional 

experience and relationship between these two characters.   

Saving Private Ryan is saturated by mortality threats and trauma more so than that of the 

other films in this research. The tension relief/release need can be experienced via this film most 
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notably due to the extreme violence and trauma represented. The audience does not have to 

physically endure the horrors of war to be allowed to use Hanks’ character as the vessel for the 

experiences. The stressful scenarios accompanied by dramatic scores and shaky camera 

movement create a tense environment for which the audience can safely sit in the theater and 

experience these traumas through the character. By employing these various needs uses and 

gratifications the films can further relate to the psychological and emotional level of the audience 

and facilitate a sense of trust and respect within the character that Hanks creates.  

Q2 How do the traumas and mortality threats exhibited in films starring Tom Hanks 

create a nostalgic experience?  

The emotional adaptation of reality into film is a crucial element at play within these 

stories. While Toy Story is an animated film, the very real feelings of isolation and abandonment 

are not fictional. The implementation of emotional connection with characters via mortality 

threats and trauma completes the cycle of trust between the audience and the character.   

The ability to relate to the depictions on the screen creates a bond between the two and 

thus strengthens the ability to lower one’s guard when viewing these visual and narrative 

elements. For example, Cast Away predates 9/11, this is an important historical event that deeply 

troubles a majority audience, and the affective memory response generated when viewing the 

film can transport the audience to a time of rosy retrospection of a safer and simple time. This 

envisioning of real disaster hits home with an audience that is engaged in a nostalgic 

entertainment viewership.  

The implementation of these threats in film according to Terror Management Theory 

(Routledge, 2008), helps mitigate the existing anxiety the viewer has about the challenges and 

inevitable result of mortality. The representation of these threats helps the audience begin to 
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relate to the character’s endurance through these hardships. Thus, strengthening the experience 

of nostalgia when recollecting the experience, one has while viewing these films.   

By having these traumas and mortality threats present in the narrative the audience can 

relate to the varying types that have aligned with their own experiences, the comfort in knowing 

there is a trust brand identity to also experienced these trials and tribulations creates memories 

from which the audience can attribute different uses and gratifications that were fulfilled 

vicariously through Tom Hanks.   

Q3 What best practices can build character brand trust and loyalty in films?     

Using different emotional stimuli portrayed in tandem with narrative structure can 

alleviate the borders or preconceived notions of the situation and representations on screen and 

succumb the spectator to the emotional manipulation present in feature films created by trust in 

the protagonist the celebrity representing the character. The barriers are broken, and the 

empathetic nature of man shines through when the vessel is experiencing threats and traumas that 

are not so alien from that reality. This ability to create an atmospheric change in the viewer's 

relationship with the character renders the audience under the pretense of being susceptible to 

emotional triggers of nostalgic qualities, thus strengthening the trust in the brand of the celebrity, 

to which Tom Hanks has cornered the market on the “Everyman’s man.”  

Something that found its way into all the films that were coded was the presence of 

brands. This was coded under the nostalgia section for the reason of being able to trigger a 

reaction from the audience in identifying a familiar symbol within the media presented. The 

process of identification of the brands consisted of close attention to detail within scenes and 

props. If there was a prop visible it was then observed if it contained any written or illustrated 

branding. After listing the brand, it was then contextualized by its importance to the scene and or 
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character and the utilization of the brand. Some of the brands were more prominent than others 

as some were only background elements, nonetheless, the fact that they were included in the 

scene was important for the nostalgic and recognizable potential it held.   

For example, in Cast Away FedEx is the main and dominant brand for the film's 

narrative. This use of branding would not have been relevant in Forrest Gump because the choice 

for Federal Express to be shortened to FedEx did not happen until 1994 when Forrest Gump was 

released. This small change in a brand's name or image is important for historical context and 

connection with the story and characters. A position of disbelief or separation wouldn’t allow the 

audience to trust the story's plot lines or position in history. Similarly, would be that the film 

Cast Away predates historical catastrophes such as 9/11 when America’s sense of safety was 

much different before the events of that date took place.   
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Chapter 6. Conclusion  

The existing relationship between the varying portrayals of trauma and mortality threats 

in film and how the use of a well-known “celebrity brand”, such as Tom Hanks, creates the 

experience of nostalgic memory in a spectator. This result in the strengthened trust in the brand 

identity of a celebrity can carry over into real-world situations to where the importance of these 

nostalgic experiences we vicariously experienced via these vessels have weight and precedent in 

our view of our reality. This importance should not be overlooked in our current usage of media 

and marketing. These tactics employed in high-grossing, highly regarded classics, and true 

nostalgic masterpieces are carefully crafted to simulate scenarios to heighten feelings and 

connections in the audience through narrative.   

The importance in understanding these themes and elements can be instrumental in the 

recreation of media that can seek to obtain the same or similar results. The study examined the 

varying stimulating variables by which a nostalgic experience can be achieved through the film 

medium and how an actor's brand identity paired with these variables creates trust and respect for 

the actor and characters they portray. This can be applied to future research by utilizing these 

findings and methods as a baseline for examining other human brands or different genres of film. 

This research solely focused on fictional narratives, but this same approach could be applied to 

any number of genres or stories.   

Recommendations  

Similar research can be recreated by gathering the theories or terms for which is needed 

to be examined in the films, reviewing the films, and identifying specific instances of these 

elements, and contributing further time into delving into the relationship these terms and theories 

have when paired with nostalgic qualities exhibited in the films.   
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Human emotion and stimulation with the coaxing of structured narrative and literary 

theories can create deeply connecting environments from which the audience will develop trust 

and an innate desire to connect with the brand and story. These findings allow for the research 

into nostalgia to be more widely applied to the film and other mediums which we use as 

storytelling devices and ideally be able to attribute brand identity and trust more effectively into 

these mediums through nostalgically stimulated narrative.  

The importance of nostalgic qualities only heightens with each passing year. Marketing 

tactics have started implementing nostalgia into advertising more aggressively than in the past. 

These rose-colored glasses attempt at persuading an audience can be met with resistance if not 

carefully crafted. The importance and success of these methods are solely based on trust and 

respect. As a takeaway, the general guidance for implementing such elements would fall into the 

hands of the brand identity that will be carrying the narrative forward. If there is no trust, respect, 

or loyalty in the brand then the narrative structure and literary elements cannot be used to help 

push nostalgia upon the audience and will not generate the intended effect. That said, there are a 

few things at play concerning character brand power that result from external forces.   

Tom Hanks has sculpted his brand identity of himself from a young age and has 

maintained the resemblance to this character throughout his career. Regardless of his role in the 

film, Tom Hanks has proven time and time again that the audience can lower their emotional 

guard and put their full trust in his characters, and vicariously experience the hardships of life 

alongside them. This is a powerful tool that can and has been used to replicate these nostalgic 

film experiences for audiences worldwide. Hanks’ ability to portray the ordinary man in 

traumatic environments supersedes that of average brand identity and moves the needle in the 
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direction of human branding for the use of his leverage on the common man’s emotions and 

trust.   

By the various needs that uses and gratifications seeks to employ, the recreation of this 

style of narrative can be implemented into various other mediums, with careful consideration for 

the narrative structure. The importance of the emotional components that trigger memory, in 

tandem with the methods of uses and gratifications, and the structuring of a narrative all are 

vitally important to generate the favored outcome of a genuine nostalgic experience. A benefit to 

this is having a vessel, such as Hanks, who can endure the hardships that are put forth so that the 

audience can vicariously experience these tragedies without having to physically endure them at 

that time.   

Limitations  

This study examined themes in five movies and therefore is limited to those five films 

and how Tom Hanks interacts with memory, mortality, and nostalgia in these specific films. The 

research of these films was also limited to the ability to obtain the films through different 

services and methods. This would limit the research due to the inability to code more films than 

the ones that have been examined. In addition to this limitation is that Hanks has a specific 

identity within our culture as a white, heterosexual man, and in all these films he plays a 

character that is much like himself. That said, more could be understood about identity if we 

were to examine characters who do not come from such established places – including women, 

LBGTQIA+ persons, and people of color. This study recognized some of those relationships but 

did not focus on those characters or their identities when considering character brands.   
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John Coffey Effect  

That said, the relationships of the non-lead characters often shape our reception of Hanks’ 

character brand affinity. The John Coffey Effect puts all the arguments into a nicely 

conceptualized illustration of how the entire process can be understood. The film Green Mile 

begins in a nursing home and promptly leads into a tale of the past. This nostalgic view into 

experiences of long ago. Paul Edgecomb is dealing with multiple mortality threats, the physical 

illness he is experiencing, the constant surroundings of death, and the emotional and mental 

traumas he must endure every day as a prison guard. On the day that John Coffey arrives, there is 

a fear of the unknown that is quickly met with trust and respect. Through this mutual respect and 

trust Paul Edgecomb can vicariously experience trauma and mortality threat via a vessel, John 

Coffey.   

The analogy here promptly hits each section of the research and argument to be made. 

The experience Paul Edgecomb had would not be possible without trust in the brand that is John 

Coffey. He experienced these horrible situations that are very real via a vessel, from which he 

tells of in a memorable and nostalgic viewpoint.   

Best Practices   

As for the best practices that are necessary to facilitate trust and respect in a character or 

actor the list would be compiled of traits that the actor and thus the characters both symbolize: 

humility, honesty, commitment, loyalty, and vulnerability. These emotions are deeply 

recognizable and honored throughout societies and are the hallmark on which people base 

respect and trust in others. Hanks’ ability to portray these traits in his characters makes the bond 

easily strengthened with the introduction of threats and trauma. If a brand aims to generate this 
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same type of nostalgic relationship, then these traits need to be evident in the story being told and 

be carried by someone we can trust.  
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