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ABSTRACT. The purpose of the present study was to determine whether a
relationship exists between individuals’ character strengths and the amount
of success they have engaging people on social media. We used the Values
in Action Character Strengths Assessment (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) to
measure positive psychology traits of young adults and gathered objective
data to assess their levels of social media engagement on Instagram. We
hypothesized that the key positive psychology traits of appreciation of beauty
and excellence, creativity, and social intelligence would predict success in
social media engagement. Regression analyses indicated that only social
intelligence was a predictor of higher levels of social media engagement
(B=.38, p<.001). This means that individuals who possessed more social
intelligence received more likes, comments, and follows on their social
media accounts. We also conducted additional exploratory analyses on the
remaining 21 positive psychology traits to supplement our hypothesis-guided
analyses. As an exploratory study, replication of this study is necessary and
it would be useful to expand this research to additional populations.
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become more than just a habit people

participate in every once in a while or just a
way of connecting with others. Social media has
become a means of self-expression, a lifestyle, and
even an occupation. This is seen especially in the
past decade, as social media has rapidly increased
in usage with the development of photo and video
sharing platforms such as Instagram (Hruska
& Maresova, 2020). Millions of individuals use
platforms such as Instagram to upload photos and

In this age of technology, social media has

videos, as well as like, comment, share, follow, and
engage with other people’s content (Li & Xie,
2020). Nowadays, many people focus on, and are
successful at, engaging with audiences that extend
far beyond their personal friends and family
members. With this plethora of information about

of psychology, assess personality (Cooper et al.,
2020), and answer questions about who uses social
media (Ruths & Pfeffer, 2014; Sigala & Chalkiti,
2015). Among some questions that remain are, who
are the people that become successful at engaging
audiences through social media? Can psychology
constructs, specifically positive psychology traits,
predict who achieves social media engagement?

Social Media Engagement

On social media, engagement is defined as partici-
pation from followers through liking, sharing, and
commenting on content (Khan, 2017). According
to Khan (2017), this differs from social media use
alone because social media use can be passive and
consumptive, meaning that the user simply observes
content, but does not like, comment on, or share
any posts. Social media engagement, on the other
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Much of the existing literature on social
media engagement was researched in regard
to companies and brands (Carlson et al., 2019;
Hallock etal., 2019) and how they obtain customer
engagement. Additionally, there is a plethora of
research that suggests negative outcomes associ-
ated with excessive social media engagement and
use, however, there is also research that suggests
positive outcomes of social media engagement
and well being. For example, Wright et al., (2020)
found that although higher levels of social media
use amongst college-aged students were associated
with outcomes such as loneliness and depression,
some young SNS users identified positive outcomes
of social media such as “social integration and
perceived peer support” (Wright et al., 2020, p.
19). The personalities of the individuals able to
retrieve engagement on social media in such a
way are a fascinating area of interest, but there is
limited research specifically connecting personality
traits to social media engagement. However, there
is literature focused on personality traits and social
media use.

Personality Traits and Social Media Use

Research of social media led to many predictions
about psychology, specifically assessment of
personality (Cooper et al., 2020). Much of this
literature uses the metrics of the psychological test,
the Big Five which measures the personality traits
of extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and openness to experience (John
& Pervin, 1990). Significant findings of literature
using the Big Five model and social media have
concluded that extroverts tend to be more avid
social media users than introverts (Brooks, 2015;
Gil de Zaniga et al., 2017; Hughes et al., 2012),
that those with high levels of neuroticism are more
likely to socially interact via the internet (Amichai-
Hamburger et al., 2004; Correa et al., 2010), that
differential use of internet services were related to
interaction between extraversion and neuroticism
(Amichai-Hamburger & Ben-Artzi, 2004), and that
conscientiousness and openness to experience are
positively correlated to social media use (Ozgiiven
& Mucan, 2013). Although a growing body of
literature exists regarding personality traits and
social media, few have incorporated measures
of personality traits unrelated to the Big Five. To
expand upon the growing body of literature, we
decided to incorporate positive psychology traits
through the Values in Action (VIA) Character
Strengths Assessment (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
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Positive Psychology Traits
Positive psychology traits originate from positive
psychology, a subdiscipline of psychology that
highlights an individual’s strengths and values that
support life satisfaction and flourishing (Seligman
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). Positive psychology traits
are a group of 24 character strengths that make up
six classes of virtues. The 24 positive psychology
traits are appreciation of beauty and excellence, cre-
ativity, social intelligence, bravery, love, prudence,
teamwork, creativity, curiosity, fairness, forgiveness,
gratitude, hope, humor, perseverance, judgement,
kindness, leadership, love of learning, humility,
perspective, self-regulation, spirituality, and zest.
Positive psychology traits have proven to
be valuable measures of character due to their
multidimensional method of measuring strengths,
virtues, and life satisfaction (Bachik et al., 2020).
Additionally, there is a positive correlation between
life satisfaction and social media; those who are
satisfied with their lives are more likely to use
social media (Ozgﬁven & Mucan, 2013). Because
positive psychology traits are centered around life
satisfaction, exploring positive psychology traits in
relation to social media gives more insight as to
which personality traits are possessed by those who
use social media most, but additionally, garner the
most social media engagement. Of the 24 positive
psychology traits listed above, we predicted that
creativity, appreciation of beauty and excellence,
and social intelligence would be associated with
higher levels of social media engagement specifi-
cally on Instagram, as its visual focus produces high
social media engagement (Li & Xie, 2020).

Creativity

Seligman & Peterson (2004) defined the positive
psychology trait of creativity as “originality and adap-
tiveness” and mentioned that a creative individual
generates ideas or behaviors that are novel, adaptive,
and generate long-lasting effects. In terms of social
media, creativity is incredibly transferable on social
media platforms (Peppler & Solomou, 2011), and
the top brands who used the most creativity in their
marketing strategies had higher levels of engage-
ment on social media (Ashley & Tuten, 2014). With
that said, we believed that individuals with high
levels of creativity as a positive psychology trait would
also garner the most social media engagement.

Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence
Appreciation of beauty and excellence is defined
as the awareness and the ability to “take pleasure in
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the existence of goodness in the physical and social
worlds” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Appreciation
of beauty and excellence alone is one of the least
studied character strengths because it is often stud-
ied in conjunction with its other character strengths
classified under the virtue transcendence. In rela-
tion to social media, a study found that inspirational
posts contained “appreciation of beauty and excel-
lence elicitors” and that transcendent individuals
were most likely to engage with such posts (Dale et
al., 2019). Instagram’s highly visual and engaging
nature (Li & Xie, 2020) serves as a platform where
appreciation of beauty and excellence elicitors
are exhibited. Therefore, those with high levels
of appreciation of beauty and excellence may also
possess high levels of social media engagement.

Social Intelligence

Lastly, social intelligence consists of social awareness
(i.e., what people sense about others; Peterson &
Seligman, 2004). Socially intelligent individuals
think abstractly, recognize similarities and differ-
ences, and notice relationships and patterns in social
interactions. They know how the social world works
and are able to strategically shape the outcome of
social interactions (Beheshtifar & Roasaei, 2012).
With respect to social media, Stone and Woodcock
(2014) found that social intelligence leads to better
understanding of their customers’ likes, interests,
and customer engagement and that social intel-
ligence strategies can be used effectively for social
media engagement. Considering that socially intelli-
gent individuals are generally successful at engaging
others (Stone & Woodcock, 2014), we believed that
the positive psychology trait social intelligence would
yield high levels of social media engagement.

Our Study

Prior research regarding social media engagement
has focused on companies and brands. Likewise,
existing research on personality and social media has
focused on social media use. The goal of our study
was to expand on the topic of personality and social
media by studying the relationship between positive
psychology traits and social media engagement. We
hypothesized that there would be a relationship
between positive psychology traits and social media
engagement, predicting that creativity, appreciation
of beauty and excellence, and social intelligence
would yield the highest levels of social media engage-
ment. In addition to our hypothesis-guided analyses,
we conducted exploratory analyses of the remaining
21 positive psychology traits. In this study, we made

use of objective social media data through screen-
shots of follows, likes, and comments on Instagram.
The study findings may help to explain who garners
the most social media engagement, and may have
important implications for those who hope to gain
a larger social media following or social scientists
who seek to assess personality through social media.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 138 undergraduate stu-
dents aged 18 to 33 . The sample primarily consisted
of first-year students (54.3%). Also included were
sophomores (21%), juniors (13%), and seniors
(11.6%). The sample was 65.2% women and 34.8%
men. Students in the sample identified as White or
European American (57.2%), Asian (22.5%), Black
or African American (6.5%), Multiracial (5.7%),
Latinx (2.2%), Hispanic (1.4%), Filipino (0.7%),
Asian/Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (0.7%),
and Sub Continental (0.7%).

Measures

We created an original Social Media Engagement
Survey on Qualtrics to measure levels of social
media engagement on Instagram. The first item of
the survey asked how many followers participants
had on their social media accounts, and asked for
a screenshot depicting the number of followers.
Subsequent items asked participants how many
likes and comments they received on their first,
second, and third most recent photos and videos
uploaded more than 24 hours ago and subsequently
asked for screenshot evidence of their answers.
The final item asked participants to provide an
estimate of the amount of time spent weekly on
the social media platforms Instagram, Facebook,
Twitter, Snapchat, and YouTube. The Social Media
Engagement Survey consists of 8 items and yielded
a Chronbach’s alpha reliability estimate of .78. To
compute this reliability estimate, the number of
followers, likes, and comments on all photos and
videos were entered into SPSS.

We used the online version of the VIA Adult
Instruments Character Strength Assessments
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) to measure positive
psychology traits. We made use of the following
subscales for this research: Appreciation of Beauty
and Excellence (5 items, o = .85), Creativity (5
items, o = .88), and Social Intelligence (5 items,
o = .76; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Finally, we
included four demographic questions to assess
gender, age, year in college, and race.

COPYRIGHT 2021 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 26, NO. 2/ISSN 2325-7342)

SUMMER 2021

PSI CHI
JOURNAL OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL
RESEARCH

223



Positive Psychology Traits and Social Media | Wilkins, Krumrei-Mancuso, and Rouse

Procedure

We followed APA ethical guidelines in our study
and obtained IRB approval. An a priori power
analysis indicated that 84 participants were
needed to have 80% power to detect a medium-
sized effect with a 0.5 criterion of significance.
Participants with Instagram accounts were
recruited using a university research participation
portal. Participants signed an informed consent
form prior to participating and completed the
measures online. Participants referred to their
Instagram accounts while taking the Social Media
Engagement Survey, including uploading pictures
of requested information from their Instagram
accounts as objective data. Upon completion of
the Social Media Engagement Survey, participants
were given a link to complete the VIA Adult
Instruments Character Strength Assessment. We
received their results from the VIA website.

Positive P

Descriptive Statistics, Reliability, and Correlations Between

Excellence, Creativity, and Social Intelligence as Well as the

sychology Traits, Appreciation of Beauty and

Social Engagement Score

Scale M D a Appreciation of Creativity ~ Social
beauty and excellence intelligence
Appreciation of 3.90 0.68 .85 -
beauty and excellence
Creativity 3.63 072 .88 37" -
Social intelligence 3.91 0.63 .90 36" 42" -
Social Engagement score  825.16  489.82 .78 12 .10 38"
Note.”p < .01. ‘
| TABLE 2 |
Hierarchical Regression of Age, Gender,
Appreciation of Beauty, Creativity, and
Social Intelligence Predicting Social Media
Engagement
| R Fp 8|
Step 1 J2 (2,137) 89 <.001 -
Age - - - .004 -24
Gender - - - 011 -21
Step 2 A3 (5137) 8.52 .009
Appreciation of beauty - - - 463 -.06
SUMMER 2021 Creativity - - - 844 -0
PSI CHI Social intelligence - - - <.001 38
PSY: ngg{{géll-cgi Note. Gender was coded with “0'representing women and “1” representing men. ‘
RESEARCH

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics, reliability and correlations
between positive psychology traits and social
media engagement are shown in Table 1. The
positive psychology trait appreciation of beauty
and excellence had a mean of 3.90 and a standard
deviation of 0.68. Creativity had a mean of 3.63 and
astandard deviation of 0.72. Social intelligence had
a mean of 3.91 and a standard deviation of 0.63.
Lastly, the engagement scale had a mean of 825.2
and a standard deviation of 489.82. Scores of the
Social Media Engagement Survey were computed
by entering all of the follows, likes, and comments
from their videos and pictures into SPSS.

Hypothesis-Guided Analysis

Our hypothesis-guided analyses can be found in
Table 2. First, we evaluated the need to include
control variables. An initial correlation was con-
ducted between our demographic variables such
as age, gender, amount of followers, amount of
time spent on social media and our social media
engagement score. Age and gender are included in
our analyses as control variables because there were
strong correlations between these two variables and
the social media engagement score. Both age (f =
-.240, p=.004) and gender (f = -.210, p=.011)
were significantly related to levels of social media
engagement. With that being said, the results show
that younger individuals and women showed higher
levels of social media engagement (p =2324.7, p=
.000). Other demographic characteristics and
amount of time spent on social media were unre-
lated to social media engagement.

We made use of a hierarchical regression
to determine whether the positive psychology
traits of appreciation of beauty and excellence,
creativity, and social intelligence were predictive
of higher levels of social media engagement (see
Table 1). In Step 1, we entered age and gender.
In Step 2, we entered appreciation of beauty and
excellence, creativity, and social intelligence. The
model was statistically significant, F(5,137) = 8.52,
$<.001, R?=.13. These three positive psychology
traits accounted for 13% of the variance in social
media engagement. The change of .24 R*in values
was also statistically significant, F(3,132) = 7.41,
p < .001, indicating that including the positive
psychology traits improved the prediction of social
media engagement over and above the prediction
based on age and gender alone. In the final model,

224 COPYRIGHT 2021 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 26, NO. 2/ISSN 2325-7342)




Wilkins, Krumrei-Mancuso, and Rouse | Positive Psychology Traits and Social Media

social intelligence was the only positive psychology
trait to significantly predict levels of social media
engagement (3 =.38, p<.001).

Exploratory Analyses

We also conducted exploratory Pearson (7) correla-
tions between all of the positive psychology traits
of the VIA and Social Media Engagement scale as
shown in Table 3. Due to this study being unique
in exploring positive psychology traits in relation
to social media, we would like to supplement our
hypothesis-guided analysis with correlates for
other positive psychology traits. Seven positive
psychology traits were statistically significant at
the .01 level (2-tailed): love (r= .22, p <.01),
curiosity (r=.23, p <.01), forgiveness (r=.26, p <
.01), humor (r=.30, p<.01), kindness (r=.24, p<
.01), social intelligence (r=.38, p<.01), and zest
(r=.26, p<.01). Two positive psychology traits
were also significant at the .05 level: gratitude (r=
.21, p <.05) and leadership (r=.20, p <.05). The
remaining 15 traits, including appreciation of
beauty (r=.12, p=.17) and creativity (r= .10, p=
.23) were not statistically significant. Of all correla-
tions, social intelligence had the highest correlation
with social media engagement (r= .38, p<.01).

Discussion

Our study sought to determine whether a relation-
ship exists between particular positive psychology
traits and social media engagement. We hypoth-
esized that appreciation of beauty and excellence,
creativity, and social intelligence would predict
higher levels of social media engagement. Our
hypotheses were partially supported.

Our hypothesis-guided analyses indicated
that age and gender were correlated with social
media engagement, demonstrating that younger
individuals and that women experienced higher
levels of social media engagement than men.
However, it is important to note that most indi-
viduals in this study identified as women (65.7
%) and were first-year students (54.3 %). Positive
psychology traits accounted for a small, additional
13% of the variance in social media engagement,
after accounting for age and gender. Only one
of our predicted positive psychology traits was
significantly correlated with social media engage-
ment. Neither creativity nor appreciation of
beauty yielded statistical significance, but social
intelligence yielded the highest statistical signifi-
cance among all 24 positive psychology traits. This
indicates that individuals who scored higher on

social intelligence were more likely to have more
likes, comments, and followers on their Instagram
account, and implies that those who are socially
aware can garner social media engagement. This
may also imply that social intelligence may be one
of the best predictors of social media engagement
on Instagram.

Due to the fact that most personality related
analyses on social media have included the Big Five
model, our study brings about a new perspective
by examining the relationship between positive
psychology traits and social media engagement.
However, to supplement the hypothesis-driven
analyses, we presented the correlates for other
strengths, which might generate future hypothesis-
driven analyses for others. To our surprise, the

Correlations Between Positive Psychology
Traits and Social Media Engagement
Positive Psychology Traits Correlation with social ~ Sig. (2-tailed)
media engagement
(Pearsonr)
Appreciation of beauty and excellence 12 A7
Creativity 10 23
Social intelligence 38" <.001
Bravery .08 36
Love 220 .009
Prudence —.06 50
Teamwork 14 10
Creativity 10 23
Curiosity 23" .007
Fairness n 20
Forgiveness 267 002
Gratitude 25 01
Hope 12 .16
Humor 26" .002
Perseverance 02 87
Judgement 01 89
Kindness 247 .005
Leadership 20 01
Love of learning —-.08 38
Humility —05 55
Perspective 13 13
Self-regulation 03 70
Spirituality 10 .20
Lest 26" .002
‘ Note."p <.05." p < .01.
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positive psychology traits love, curiosity, forgive-
ness, humor, kindness, zest, gratitude, and leader-
ship all yielded statistical significance along with
social intelligence. With this stated, we can infer
that these positive psychology traits might be associ-
ated with social media engagement on Instagram.

Limitations of this study may include possible
order effects due to the order in which the surveys
were administered. The Social Media Engagement
Survey was administered first, and there is a pos-
sibility that the information reported for numbers
of likes, follows, or comments might have led to
participants rating themselves on the VIA Scale
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) according to what they
reported on the Social Media Engagement Survey.
Another limitation is that we considered elements
of social media engagement such as the number of
likes, comments, and followers altogether as a com-
prehensive measure of social media engagement. It
is possible that if each of these elements were tested
separately with each of the positive psychology
traits, the study may have yielded different results.
In addition, the number of followers may not be
the best measure of social media engagement. For
example, a large following may not necessarily
guarantee high levels of social media engagement
in terms of follower participation through liking
and commenting on content. Those who choose
to study this topic further may want to consider
excluding followers as a measure of social media
engagement. Other limitations include a smaller
sample size and uneven proportions of gender,
which may affect generalizability. Therefore, as an
initial, exploratory study, replication is needed. It
would be interesting to expand this research to
examine more diverse populations and other loca-
tions, as well as other demographics. Additionally,
more positive psychology traits should be examined
in relation to social media engagement and more
social media platforms should be included.

Although a growing body of literature exists
on social media use, this constitutes the first study
we are aware of to examine predictors of individu-
als’ ability to garner other people’s engagement
on social media. Another strength of this study
includes that objective data were gathered regard-
ing participants’ social media engagement in
addition to the self-report measure.

This study has implications for individuals who
are interested in who gathers social media engage-
ment on Instagram and what personality traits they
possess. It also has important implications for social

Positive Psychology Traits and Social Media | Wilkins, Krumrei-Mancuso, and Rouse

scientists who are concerned with personality in
relation to social media, and those who are inter-
ested in the VIA Character Strengths Assessment
and its applicability to social media. Overall, due
to the opportunities for future research, positive
psychology traits and social media engagement are
fascinating notions of study.
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