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Chapter 1
Introduction

Willibald Ruch1, Arnold B. Bakker2, Louis Tay3,  
and Fabian Gander4

1Department of Psychology, University of Zurich, Switzerland
2Center of Excellence for Positive Organizational Psychology,  

Erasmus University Rotterdam, The Netherlands
3Department of Psychological Sciences, Purdue University,  

West Lafayette, IN, USA
4Department of Psychology, University of Basel, Switzerland

Since the advent of positive psychology around the turn of the millennium, research and 
practice in this area have flourished. Not only has research into existing positive concepts 
increased but numerous new concepts have also been introduced and new assessment 
instruments and methods have been developed. For many topics, this has led to a pleth-
ora of – often competing – approaches to measurement. Today, researchers and practi-
tioners alike are often faced with the challenging task of finding their way through a maze 
of alternative approaches when aiming to assess a particular concept. In addition, rela-
tively little research explicitly addresses diagnostic issues, compares instruments, or even 
offers specific guidelines and recommendations about which measure is particularly suit-
able for which situation.

This handbook aims to relieve that predicament by providing a state-of-the-art overview 
of current theories, approaches, issues, and assessment instruments in the field of posi-
tive psychology. It is aimed at researchers, instructors, students, and practitioners and 
serves to guide both researchers and practitioners in selecting appropriate instruments 
by providing specific recommendations. Thus, the book’s overarching goal is to contrib-
ute to both theory and practice of positive psychological assessment and stimulate fur-
ther advances in the field by illuminating current gaps in the literature and discussing 
general issues in the assessment of positive psychological concepts.

Of course, given the breadth of the field and the numerous existing concepts and meas-
urement approaches, this handbook cannot provide an exhaustive overview of the field 
but rather must be selective. In our selection of topics, we aimed to both cover rather tra-
ditional positive psychological concepts and include comparatively new and emerging 
ones as well. We believe this approach provides readers with the foundational positive 
psychological concepts while also introducing more novel perspectives.

The chapters are authored by renowned experts in their field. The authors were asked to 
describe their own work as well as other important contributions to the respective topic. 
Also, they were invited to not just give a purely neutral and descriptive view of their field 
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but to include their expert evaluations and opinions on the topic to provide some guid-
ance for the interested reader.

Each chapter begins with an introduction to the theoretical background, which elabo-
rates on the relevance of the topic at hand, followed by an overview of the most relevant 
assessment instruments in the field, including a discussion of their psychometric prop-
erties and a selection of key research findings. Finally, each chapter discusses specific 
assessment-related challenges regarding the respective topic and provides recommen-
dations for selecting assessment instruments.

The book is divided into four main sections. The first section focuses on well-being. Given 
the large number of competing theories, models, and assessment instruments on well-
being and related concepts (e.g., happiness, flourishing, thriving, positive affect, quality 
of life), we deemed a current overview of existing approaches to be urgently needed.

The second section of the book covers traits, states, and behaviors. In this section, we 
had to be the most selective and decided to focus on certain specific topics and cover 
them in considerable detail: character, humor, playfulness, meaning and purpose, flow, 
self-efficacy, appreciation of beauty, posttraumatic growth, passion, and work engage-
ment.

The third section of the book focuses on assessment in specific contexts, namely, in school 
settings, romantic relationships, health and clinical settings, leisure, and positive psy-
chology interventions.

The fourth and final section covers topics that have recently been introduced or have yet 
to be considered from a positive psychology perspective: primal world beliefs, imagina-
tion, self-transcendent experiences, and nostalgia.

Acknowledgments
We thank everyone who contributed to the creation of this book. Foremost, of course, 
we acknowledge the invaluable contributions of the authors of the individual chapters, 
who invested their effort and expertise in creating comprehensive overviews of the role 
of psychological assessment in their respective field. Furthermore, we are very grateful 
for the contributions of numerous anonymous reviewers who provided critical feedback 
on the manuscripts and thereby helped to improve the quality of the individual chapters.
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Chapter 4
Measuring Positive Affect, 
Positive Emotions, and 
Positivity Resonance

Jieni Zhou and Barbara L. Fredrickson

Department of Psychology and Neuroscience, University of North Carolina, 
Chapel Hill, NC, USA

Positive emotions – and positive affective phenomena more generally – are key drivers 
of positive psychology. By definition, emotions are subtle and fleeting experiences. Even 
so, in aggregate, everyday pleasant affective states become potent drivers of positive 
human processes. Past studies have shown, for instance, that when sufficiently frequent, 
even mild positive affective states can (a) enhance individuals’ mental health and life 
satisfaction by raising mindfulness and resilience (Catalino & Fredrickson, 2011; Cohn 
et al., 2009), (b) energize dyadic interactions to build trust, comradery, and physical 
health (Fredrickson, 2016; Kok et al., 2013), and (c) fuel positive organizing, teamwork, 
and improve group performance (Meneghel et al., 2016). This chapter serves to aid re-
searchers who endeavor to deepen the scientific knowledge base regarding the value of 
pleasant affective phenomena within positive psychology.

The rise of affective science over the past 30 years began with a near-exclusive focus on 
negative emotions, such as fear, anger, and despair. A robust scientific literature on posi-
tive emotions has emerged only over the past 15 years or so. Early theoretical accounts 
cast the function of pleasant affect as to reward adaptive actions and motivate subsequent 
approach behaviors to regain natural rewards (Cabanac, 1971; Cacioppo et al., 1999; Clore 
1994). Extending this view, Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions 
(1998, 2001; for a review, see 2013) identified an additional function of positive emotions 
as to build an individual’s enduring resources for survival, resources such as resilience, 
social bonds, intelligence, and physical health. This adaptive “build” function is supported 
by the “broaden” effect of positive emotions – the observation that many positive emo-
tional states temporarily expand cognitive awareness in ways that enable individuals to 
take in “the bigger picture” and to creatively integrate disparate ideas. Such openness is 
theorized to fuel trajectories of growth marked by the accrual of beneficial resources. A 
subset of these resources (termed “vantage resources”) also increase the odds that indi-
viduals experience subsequent positive emotions, with their further broaden-and-build 
benefits, thus establishing the conditions for reciprocal “upward spiral” dynamics. These 
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are the processes that allow positive affective phenomena to energize human well-being 
and thus form a foundation within the field of positive psychology.

The structure of this chapter reflects the fact that pleasant affective phenomena can be 
conceptualized and assessed at multiple levels of analysis. At the most biologically prim-
itive level, researchers have identified “core affect” as the combination of two underly-
ing dimensions in body and brain states, one as affective valence (i.e., degrees of pleas-
antness or unpleasantness) and another as arousal (i.e., degrees of activation or calm; 
Barrett, 2005). Stepping up one level of analysis, a more differentiated emotion, such as 
anger or gratitude, can result when core affect is combined with situational specifics plus 
an individual’s unique history. Up yet another level of analysis, to the interpersonal level, 
Fredrickson (2016) has argued for the unique value of “positivity resonance” defined as 
the coexperience – between and among individuals – of (a) shared positive affect, (b) mu-
tual care and concern, and (c) synchrony evident in both behavior and biology. The meas-
urement approaches we feature in this chapter follow these three levels of analyses, tar-
geting positive affect, positive emotions, and positivity resonance in turn.

Consider Theoretical Stance

Dimensional Perspectives
Multiple dimensional perspectives have been advanced to describe variations in human 
affective experiences. Whether or not positive and negative affect are best represented 
as independent vs. opposing (bipolar) dimensions forms the crux of differing perspec-
tives. The concept of “core affect” takes pleasant and unpleasant affect to oppose one 
another on a single, bipolar dimension of affective valance. This view stems from Rus-
sell’s (1980) circumplex model of affect, which holds that each affective state can be de-
composed into a linear combination of valence and arousal. Contentment, for instance, 
is defined as a pleasant affective state associated with low activation/arousal. An impor-
tant finding relevant to assessment is that people tend to weigh the valence dimension 
more than the arousal dimension when making self-ratings of their affective states (Feld-
man, 1995).

A contrasting approach – one that has shaped considerable research on positive affect – 
is Watson and Tellegen’s (1985) two-factor model, which posits two independent dimen-
sions of positive and negative affect. Positive affect, in this view, is defined as the extent 
to which people experience pleasant activation, whereas negative affect is the extent to 
which they feel unpleasant activation. Accordingly, interest and enjoyment comprise 
high positive affect, whereas sadness is an example of low positive affect, and anger and 
fear are considered high negative affect. Following this model, Watson et al. developed 
the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS), described in a later section (Watson 
et al., 1988). Although rarely recognized, in the late 1990s the authors of the PANAS re-
named their scale to emphasize activation over affect: “To avoid terminological ambi-
guity, we have renamed the two factors Positive Activation and Negative Activation, re-
spectively, and use the abbreviations PA and NA in reference to these new labels only” 
(Tellegen et al., 1999, p. 298).
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ough literature research before selecting a suitable instrument for an individual research 
project.

Table 5.1. Overview of QoL measures

Instrument 
name

Authors Focus
Number 
of items

Reliability Validity
Further 
 information

SF-36 
(V1, V2)

Generic 
(adults)

36 α: .57–.93 CV, DV, PV https://www.
optum.com/ 
https://rand.
org 

WHOQOL Generic 
(adults)

100 α: .59 – 91 CV, DV, PV https://who.
int

EQ-5D EuroQoL 
Group (1990)

Generic 
(adults)

5 ICC: 
0.43 – 82

CV, DV, PV https://www.
euroqol.org

SEIQoL O’Boyle et al. 
(1992)

Generic 
(adults)

30 R2 > .70 CV, DV, PV e-publica-
tions@RCSI

PedsQL Varni et al. 
(1999) 

Generic 
(children)

23 α: .88–.90 CV, DV, PV https://www.
pedsql.org/

KINDL Bullinger et al. 
(1994)

Generic 
(children)

24 α: .85 CV, DV, PV http://kindl.
org

QLQ-C30 Aaronson 
et al. (1993) 

Disease- 
specific 
(cancer, 
adults)

30 α: .62–.92 
rtt: .63–.91

CV, DV, PV https://qol.
eortc.org

MacNew Oldridge 
et al. (1991) 

Disease- 
specific 
(heart dis-
ease, adults)

27 α: .91–.96 
rtt: .75–.86

CV, DV, PV http://www.
macnew.org

QOLIBRI v. Stein-
büchel et al. 
(2010)

Disease- 
specific 
(traumatic 
brain injury, 
adults)

37 α: .75 – 89 
rtt: .78 – 85

CV, DV, PV http://www.
qolibrinet.
com

Note. SF-36 = 36-Item Short Form Survey (V1 = version 1, V2 = version 2); SEIQoL = Schedule for the Evaluation of In-
dividual Quality of Life; PedsQL = Pediatric Quality of Life Inventory; QLQ-C30 = Quality of Life of Cancer Patients Ques-
tionnaire; MacNew = MacNew Heart Disease Health-Related Quality of Life Instrument; QOLIBRI = Quality of Life After 
Brain Injury. α = Cronbach’s α. CV = content validity, DV = discriminant validity, PV = predictive validity.

Brief Description of the Main Instruments

The WHOQOL

The WHOQOL is based on the WHO definition of QoL (see above) and is also consid-
ered a generic QoL instrument. Its development took particular cultural aspects into ac-

https://www.optum.com/
https://www.optum.com/
https://rand.org
https://rand.org
https://who.int
https://who.int
https://www.euroqol.org
https://www.euroqol.org
mailto:e-publications@RCSI
mailto:e-publications@RCSI
https://www.pedsql.org/
https://www.pedsql.org/
http://kindl.org
http://kindl.org
https://qol.eortc.org
https://qol.eortc.org
http://www.macnew.org
http://www.macnew.org
http://www.qolibrinet.com
http://www.qolibrinet.com
http://www.qolibrinet.com
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Several terms are used to describe youth strengths such as psychological assets, attrib-
utes, functioning, and orientation. This chapter uses the term psychosocial strengths to 
refer to the combination of positive psychological domains that are conceptualized in the 
Covitality framework. The assessment of psychosocial strengths in adolescents has fo-
cused on the measurement of single traits and constructs, such as grit (Christopoulou 
et al., 2018), optimism (Oberle et al., 2018), hope (Pedrotti, 2018), and gratitude (Gott-
lieb & Froh, 2019). Although there is substantial value in assessing and evaluating the 
beneficial correlates of individual constructs, we suggest that a whole-child paradigm 
(Alford & White, 2015) provides the opportunity to examine the contributions of com-
prehensive measures of psychosocial strengths to better understand adolescents’ qual-
ity of life. Note that several terms are used to describe positive life functioning such as 
quality of life, psychological well-being, mental well-being, and life satisfaction. Through-
out, this chapter uses the term quality of life.

Strength-based measures have a clinical purpose when used by school psychologists as 
part of an individual child psychoeducational assessment. In addition, such measures 
have broader benefits when used to monitor the psychosocial strengths of all students 
within the context of local education agencies. This chapter focuses on two strength-
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based measures developed for schoolwide universal monitoring among adolescents that 
emerged from the positive education movement (Seligman et al., 2009; Waters & Loton, 
2019).

Comprehensive Strengths Assessment Frameworks 
for School Contexts
This chapter reviews two comprehensive, strength-focused assessments that monitor 
components of psychosocial strengths of all youth specifically designed to support pos-
itive education research and practice. We advocate for a holistic approach that examines 
strengths in combination rather than in isolation; that is, the assessment of the integra-
tive effects of the core components of positive psychosocial development (Lenzi et al., 
2015). The assessments included in this chapter were selected based on (a) being 
grounded in a conceptual framework of positive education psychosocial strengths, (b) 
feasibility and utility as school-based universal screening measures (reasonable length 
and availability of self-report), and (c) evidence of compelling psychometric properties, 
including replicated validity and generalizability with diverse, crossnational samples of 
adolescents across three or more separate studies. We note that there are other assess-
ments of youth personal character strengths that we did not review because their pri-
mary applications are not in school settings, or because they are discussed elsewhere in 
this volume. One example is the Values in Action (VIA) Youth Survey, which measures 
24 strength constructs among youth aged 10 to 17 years. However, it is not used for school-
wide universal screening, and its many items (i.e., 96 – 198 items) limit practical use in 
schools. Another example is Lerner et al.’s (2005; Geldhof et al., 2014) Five Cs Frame-
work of Positive Development (Competence, Confidence, Connection, Character, Car-
ing), which has been used primarily in the United States to evaluate community youth-
development initiatives. There are certainly other assessments such as those measuring 
specific strength constructs (e.g., school connectedness) and teacher ratings which we 
did not include because of this chapter’s focus on comprehensive strength-based meas-
ures using adolescent self-reports, which is a practical method for schoolwide universal 
screening/monitoring that also recognizes the value of incorporating student voice (Hal-
liday et al., 2019).

Two frameworks and their measures meet the above criteria and were thus selected for 
review: (a) Kern et al.’s (2016) Engagement, Perseverance, Optimism, Connectedness, 
and Happiness (EPOCH) framework and (b) Renshaw et al.’s (2014) Covitality Integrated 
Framework (Belief-in-Self, Belief-in-Others, Emotional Competence, and Engaged Liv-
ing). For each measure, we provide an overview of the conceptual framework, a sum-
mary of the key psychometric studies, and illustrations of how the measures are being 
used in school-based research and practice. We include examples of how comprehensive 
positive psychology measures are employed by researchers and local education agencies 
in Spain and the United States. Additionally, we provide readers with descriptions of, and 
access to, online sources of information about school-based strength assessments.




