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Seeking to Extend Well-being Benefits of Leisure Travel:  

A Character-strength-based Exploration  

Introduction 

Echoing the Positive Psychology movement over the recent decade, which highlights the greatest 

opportunity for individual development and well-being as lying in leveraging natural talent rather 

than solely remediating the weaknesses (Passarelli et al. 2010), a rich body of tourism literature 

has investigated into to what extent can leisure travel benefit tourists’ well-being (Chen & Petrick, 

2013). These studies have established how a leisure travel product/service can enhance customers’ 

hedonic wellbeing, which encompasses immediate life satisfaction and positive affect and is short-

lived (i.e. lasting no more than a week) (McCabe & Johnson, 2013). Only a handful of studies have 

implied the potential of leisure travel to boosting eudaimonic wellbeing, which is a higher state of 

flourishing achieved through individual self-development/realization, which tends to be perpetual 

and life changing (Li & Chan, 2017; Voigt, Howat, & Brown, 2010). Most existing studies have 

primarily established the eudaimonic value in special travel products that are specifically designed 

for self-development purposes, such as adventure/volunteer/social tourism, rather than applicable 

to a broader array of tourism types. The empirical evidence also mostly support the short-lasting 

impacts of general tourism experiences on well-being (Kühnel & Sonnentag, 2011). This study 

hence explores a promising direction of character strengths, that can potentially guide tourism 

experience/service design toward greater and more long-lasting well-being benefits. Focusing on 

a sample of millennials, it aims to reveal 1) what are the weaknesses and unique advantages in 

current leisure travel offerings with regards to strength deployment, in hope of guiding the future 

direction of offerings to facilitate strength deployment in leisure travel and augment long-lasting 

well-being; and 2) the potential influential factors to strength deployment in leisure travel, to 

inform customized marketing/experience design to fully capitalize on the well-being-boosting 

power of character strengths. 

 

Literature Review 

Character Strengths and Benefits on Well-being 

Character strengths are an array of positive traits reflected in people’s thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviors and are valued in their own right (Seligman 2004). They are also seen as inner 

determinants of a successful and happy life. Harrington (2006) defined strengths as “a natural 

capacity for behaving, thinking, or feeling in a way that allows optimal functioning and 

performance in the pursuit of valuable outcomes” (p. 88). Based on the Values-In-Action-

Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) classification system (Peterson, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 

2004), there are 24 ubiquitous character strengths, which corresponds to the achievement of 6 

hierarchically higher-ordered virtues (wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and 

transcendence) (Graph 1). People differ in the strengths they value and frequently deploy, which 

are defined as signature strengths.  

Positive psychologists have advocated the value of exercising character strengths or pursuing 

strength-congruent activities in resulting in increased meaningfulness (Littman-Ovadia & Steger 

2010), the sense of authentic self (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Proctor, Maltby, & Linley, 2011), 

hence the positive daily mood/emotion (Lavy, Littman-Ovadia, & Bareli, 2014), better physical 



 

health and work/life/relationship satisfaction (Peterson and Park, 2011; Douglass and Duffy, 2014; 

Seligman 2011). Furthermore, the strength deployment enhances subjective well-being as the 

indicator of hedonic wellbeing and psychological well-being as indicator of eudaimonic well-being 

(Quinlan et al., 2012; Govindji & Linley, 2007), and even enhancing more psychological well-

being than subjective well-being (Hausler et al., 2017).  

In particular, the strengths of hope, zest, gratitude, curiosity, and love are found as most strongly 

correlated with PWB (Hausler et al. 2017). Peterson (2007) on the other hand found social 

intelligence, open-mindedness, love, and kindness as strongly associated with PWB. A prevalent 

finding is that practicing signature strengths is most beneficial to well-being (Harzer and Ruch 

2012), although some expectations also found improving less-developed strengths is equally 

beneficial (Young et al. 2015). In general, scholars reached consensus that the more strengths being 

deployed (>4), the more benefits on well-being (Harzer and Ruch 2012).  

Character Strengths Deployment in Leisure Travel 

The existing character strength literature also highlight that, the application of a strength depends 

on the congruence between individual possessed or endorsed strengths, and situational 

circumstances that allow or stimulate the application of strengths, where work/education/coaching 

settings are most investigated (Fishbein and Ajzen 2010; Harzer and Ruch 2013; Saucier et al. 

2007; Harzer and Ruch 2012; Van Zyl and Stander 2013). Several attempts also examined the 

potential of leisure and recreation benefiting from exercising character strengths. According to Iso-

Ahola (2015) and Coghlan and Filo (2016) leisure has the natural advantage than most other 

settings in offering free choice, self-expression of identity, the development of competencies, and 

the experience of positive emotions, all of which renders leisure setting an ideal environment for 

exercising character strengths. The existing positive psychology research also generally support 

the possible importance of a relatively relaxed or free setting in activating more character strengths 

(Gander, Proyer, Ruch, & Wyss, 2012; Harzer & Ruch, 2013). In a similar vein, the potential of a 

relaxing leisure travel setting in activating strengths, with possibly different types/patterns from 

strengths deployment in daily lives, is warranted for explorations. Further support can be found in 

Fredrickson’s (1998) broaden-and-build theory, as positive emotions commonly generated in 

leisure travel can “broaden” individuals’ perspective about a wide range of cognitive and 

behavioral options, echoing the potential for happily traveling individuals to embrace more self-

development opportunities. Moreover, the lack of familiarity in leisure trips helps cultivate new 

perspectives, an augmented sense of mastery, and possibly spiritual growth and transformation 

(McKenzie, 2000), which adds to the advantage of leisure travel as potential incubator of 

developing less-possessed strengths. 

 

Influential Factors to Strength Deployment 

Individual possession of character strengths is often recognized as the most important determinant 

for strength deployment (Fishbein and Ajzen 2010; Harzer and Ruch 2013; Saucier et al. 2007). 

Some individual factors have also been established as influential to strength possession and effects, 

such as gender, age, nation, as well as employment and marital status (Baumann et al. 2019; Heintz 

et al. 2019). Moreover, evidence supports the effects from deployed contexts (e.g., cultural values 

or opportunities enabling/disabling strength deployment) on what and how specific strengths are 

deployed (e.g., Duckworth, Steen, & Seligman, 2005; Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010), hence the 



 

context features of a leisure trip should be investigated (e.g., length, destination, activities, 

companions, etc.).  

Methodology 

The data was collected via Qualtrics survey platform from 230 undergraduates from a university 

in southeast USA. The usable data contains 165 responses, which meet the minimum sample size 

demanded for conducting binary logistic regression following the criteria by Peduzzi, Concato, 

Kemper, Holford, and Feinstein (1996). The questions and items in this survey was improved 

based on results from a pilot study conducted earlier among 82 students, which employed a shorter 

survey without scale measures.  

The original scale with broadly verified validities and reliabilities are adopted to measure 

individual possession of character strengths- the 240-item Values in Action Inventory of Strengths 

(VIA-IS; Peterson and Seligman 2004). It is a 5-point scale with 10 items per strength. The item 

scores are then averaged for each strength, based on which the 24 strengths are ranked and coded 

into a categorical variable- indicating top 5 strength, moderately possessed strengths, and bottom 

5 strengths- following the recommended categorization in official VIA website. The types of 

strengths deployed in the most recent trip are measured using yes/no dichotomous measures, with 

explanations and examples fitting the leisure travel setting demonstrated for each strength. They 

are also required to provide a textual description of how and in what context was each strength 

deployed, as a verification of their accurate interpretation. Potential covariates that may influence 

strength usage are also measured with single questions, including travel frequency, features of a 

recent overnight trip (i.e., trip length, how long since the return till now, international/domestic, 

and repeated/first-time), whether experienced any extreme events between last trip and now, and 

demographics.  

Results 

Among the participants, 46% are 20 years old or under, 42.7% of them are between 20 and 25 

years old, and 11.3% are older than 25 and under 30 years old, all belonging to the millennial 

generation. 61.3% are females, and 33.3% of them have annual household income in the range of 

$20,000~59,999 and 26.8% surpassing $60,000. 74.4% travelled less than 5 times last year. 61.1% 

are Caucasians, 15.4% are African Americans, 5.7% are Asians, and 15.4% are Hispanics.  

 

Millenials’s Trip Strength Deployment versus Daily Deployment Patterns 

With chi-square tests of independence conducted, a significantly larger percentage of millennials 

who possess/endorse love of learning (67.1%), honesty (62.2%), zest (84.6%), kindness (76.9%), 

social intelligence (83.3%), leadership (65.2%), self-regulation (100%), humor (89.3%), 

spirituality (64.3%) as a signature strength deployed this strength in the recent trip than that of 

those do not (L: 49.4%; H: 44.6%; Z: 55.3%; K: 58.4%; S: 49%; L: 41.5%; S: 41.6%; H: 70.1%; 

S: 33.8%) (love of learning: χ2(1) =5.297,p=.021 (phi =.179); honesty: χ2(1) =5.143,p=.023 (phi 

=.177); zest: χ2(1) =4.224, p=.04 (phi =.16); kindness: χ2(1) =5.315, p=.021 (phi =.179); social 

intelligence: χ2(1) =4.224, p=.04 (phi =.215); leadership: χ2(1) =4.483, p=.034 (phi =.165); self-

regulation: χ2(1) =14.143, p=.000 (phi =.293); humor: χ2(1) =4.388, p=.036 (phi =.163); 

spirituality: χ2(1) =5.154, p=.023 (phi =.177)). 



 

Also, smaller proportion of millennials who do not possess/endorse much of love of learning (40%), 

love (38.2%), kindness (35.7%), social intelligence (30.6%), gratitude (28%), hope (19.4%), 

humor (58.1%) deployed the strength in the trip than those do possess these strengths (love of 

learning: 61.4%, love:63.4%), kindness: 66.9%, social intelligence: 30.6%, gratitude: 75.7%, hope: 

44%, humor: 78.7%)(Love of learning: χ2(1) =4.003,p=.045 (phi =-.156); Love: χ2(1) 

=7.003,p=.008 (phi =-.206); Kindness: χ2(1) =5.42,p=.02 (phi =-.181); Social Intelligence: χ2(1) 

=9.081,p=.003 (phi =-.235); Gratitude: χ2(1) =22.375, p=.000 (phi =-.368); Hope: χ2(1) =6.42, 

p=.011 (phi =-.197); Humor: χ2(1) =6.865, p=.009 (phi =-.204)). 

These findings show that for the most strengths, their deployment in the leisure trips is aligned 

with the daily/chronic strength deployment patterns, and largely determined by individual 

signature/weak strengths in possession. However, some unique advantage of leisure travel in 

facilitating strength deployment have been observed. For instance, leisure travel encourages the 

deployment of gratitude among those only moderately possessing this strength (67.1%) (p>.1 

between people moderately possessing it versus those possessing it as a signature strength). Also, 

zest and appreciation of beauty are deployed by most of samples in the trip (>50%), for both people 

possessing this strength (Z: 56.7%; A: 51.2%) and those not possessing much of it (weak strengths) 

(zest: 58.2%; appreciation of beauty: 65.3%) (p>.1). 

Some less-deployed strengths in leisure trips are also identified, such as leadership, self-regulation, 

spirituality, fairness, forgiveness, humility, prudence, and hope. Whether they are the bottom 

strengths or not to an individual does not affect its deployment in a trip (p>.1), as they are all less-

deployed (leadership: <50%; self-regulation: <50%; spirituality: <45%; fairness: <50%; 

forgiveness: <45%; prudence: <40%; hope: <40%) in trips anyways.  

 

Factors Predicting the Types of Strengths Deployed 

A series of binary logistic regression analyses are conducted to identify the potential influential 

factors to the strength deployment in leisure trips. Some potential control factors are first checked 

for associations with the deployment of each strength with chi-square tests of independence or t-

tests, including the interval between the trip and survey taking, and the occurrence of any extreme 

events between the trip and survey taking and timing of occurrence, yet no statistical significance 

were observed (ps> .1). Due to the limited sample size to estimate a large number of covariates, 

the relationship between each potential influential factor and deployment of each strength is also 

checked with chi-square tests of independence or t-tests, where the insignificant factors are 

excluded from further analyses, including trip lengths, age, and travel frequency (ps> .1).   

With the deployment of each strength as DV, the individual possession of corresponding strength, 

perceived importance of character strengths to life, previous experience with the destination, 

whether it is an international vs. domestic trip, the types of activities engaged in the trip, types of 

travel companion in that trip, gender, and household income as IVs, the factors in total account for 

15%~57% for the deployment of 24 strengths (Nagelkerke R2), with Hosmer and Lemeshow tests 

demonstrating that all the models had good fits to the data. The regression results are discussed as 

follows. 

Trip Features. Millennials with more previous experiences with the recently visited destination 

are less likely deploying curiosity (OR=.944, p<.05), zest (OR=.906, p<.05), kindness (OR=.943, 

p<.05), but more likely deploying spirituality (OR=1.044, p<.05) in the trip.  



 

The international travelers are less likely using self-regulation (OR=.137, p<.05) and gratitude 

(OR=.129, p<.05) than domestic travelers. The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2011) 

can be employed to explained such patterns, as international tourists tend to utilize greater extents 

of cognitive/emotional/physical resources than domestic tourists, hence their greater likelihood to 

preserve the overly utilized resources and less probability pursuing self-regulation and gratitude 

that may consume extra cognitive/emotional resources. 

Millennials engaged in cultural activities in the recent trip are more likely deploying appreciation 

of beauty (OR=9.598, p<.05) and judgment (OR=5.181, p<.05) than other activities; natural 

activities are less likely spur the deployment of perspective strengths (OR=.144, p<.05) but more 

likely inspire the deployment of teamwork (OR=7.038, p<.05) and gratitude (OR=4.341, p<.05) 

in the trip; those experienced leisure activities are less likely deploying zest (OR=.025, p<.01), 

hope (OR=.155, p<.05), and spirituality (OR=.181, p<.05); moreover, millennials engaged in 

entertainment activities less likely deploy humility (OR=.163, p<.05) than others. 

Millenials travelling with family are significantly less likely to deploy honesty (OR=.057, p<.01) 

and humility (OR=.034, p<.01) in the trip; those travelling with friends are significantly less likely 

to deploy curiosity (OR=.038, p<.05) and forgiveness (OR= .104, p<.05), but more likely 

deploying social intelligence (OR=11.812, p<.05) and prudence (OR=9.706, p<.05) than with 

family/partner/alone; individuals travelling with the partner would be more likely deploying love 

(OR=14.096, p<.05) and prudence (OR= 15.103, p=.05) than others; and those travelling alone are 

less likely deploying honesty (OR=.063, p<.05) and humor (OR=.013, p<.05). These patterns 

indicate that travelling with family and partner should be more relaxing and hence the less 

likelihood of deploying the emotion-withholding prudence/humility strength, but with friends 

millennials still need to capitalize on strengths relevant to social skills and caution, rather than 

fully embrace/release the true self.  

Individual Features. Females are more likely deploying forgiveness (OR=43.066, p<.01), humility 

(OR=14.231, p<.05), zest (OR=13.173, p<.05) and appreciation of beauty (OR=11.074, p<.01) in 

the trip than males. This may suggest that females benefit more from leisure trips as opportunities 

to be honest to and forgiving others and noticing the beauty around. Also, millennials with higher 

household income are less likely deploying hope (OR=.492, p<.05) in the leisure trip. 

The greater importance to life that millennials assign to strengths, they are more likely deploying 

honesty (OR=1.814, p<.05) but less likely deploying forgiveness (OR=.264, p<.01) in the trip. 

More in-depth studies can explore whether it may be due to people’s perception of leisure travel 

as stress relieving in nature, hence their greater likelihood of using the emotion-releasing strength 

of honesty than emotion-withholding strength of forgiveness. 

After controlling for other influential factors, millennials in sufficient possession of honesty 

(OR=3.283, p<.05), love of learning (OR=4.222, p<.05) and appreciation of beauty (OR=19.353, 

p<.05) strength are more likely applying them in a leisure trip, even as compared to those 

moderately possessing these strengths; people with weak teamwork (OR=.133, p<.05) and 

gratitude (OR=.053, p<.01) strength possession indeed show less odds in deploying it in a leisure 

travel than others. These all indicate the preliminary importance of inner strength baselines in 

determining their deployment. Also, these strengths are still statistically significant even after 

controlling for all other influential factors, indicating the more salient effects of these baselines 

than that of other strengths on leisure trip deployment. No influential factors have been identified 



 

for creativity, bravery, fairness, leadership, and perseverance which can be validated in the future 

with a larger sample size. 

Conclusion and Discussion 

Studying among the millennials their strength deployment patterns in leisure trips, the current 

study identifies that although the strength deployment in leisure travel is still largely determined 

by the individual baseline strength possession level, yet the context of leisure travel indeed shows 

unique advantages in facilitating gratitude, appreciation of beauty, and zest, but is also weak in 

facilitating leadership, self-regulation, spirituality, fairness, forgiveness, humility, prudence, and 

hope. Given the special importance of hope, zest, gratitude, curiosity, and love (Hausler et al. 

2017), and potentially social intelligence, creativity, love, and kindness (Peterson 2007), future 

tourism experience/marketing design can taking full advantage of its unique advantages by 

incorporating activities augmenting zest or allowing tourists expressing gratitude to closed others. 

Integrating group-based or creativity-demanding activities such as a group game among tourists 

can also benefit the strengthening of trips’ well-being benefits. Developing engaging opportunities 

for tourists to improve their leadership or further their spirituality can also enhance their sense of 

growth and according the eudaimonia. 

The revealed influential factors can be helpful informing the tourism marketers/practitioners the 

tendencies of strength deployment by different tourists in various travel activities. Removing the 

potential inhibitors of strength deployment can then facilitate greater strength deployment and 

accordingly improving the well-being benefits from travel. For instance, providing novel travel 

ideas for repeated tourists, using story-telling to give tourists a reason to be grateful about cultural 

heritages, using a meditation session to inspire the appreciation of beauty in tourists, as well as 

incorporating activities allowing tourists to learn the novel aspects about their family members and 

be open to their friends, etc. 

Theoretically, this study proposes character strengths as a new perspective to improve the well-

being benefits of leisure travel. By bridging the gaps between existing strength deployment 

patterns in trips and desirable deployment status for well-being outcomes, it points at a promising 

future for furthering the positive outcomes from leisure travel. It also for the first time 

systematically assess 24 strength deployment in general leisure travel activities. Moreover, this 

study justifies besides the special tourism types, leisure travel in general also has potential unique 

advantages in benefiting long-term individual well-being. Lastly, it echoes the growing 

business/academic interest in developing transformative services with benefits for customer well-

being. 
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Graph 1. Demonstration of 24 Character Strengths and 6 Virtues (retrieved from VIA official 

website) 
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