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background
The relation of positive orientation (a basic predisposition 
to think positively of oneself, one’s life and one’s future) 
and personality traits is still disputable. The purpose of 
the described research was to verify the hypothesis that 
positive orientation has predictive efficiency beyond the 
five-factor model.

participants and procedure
One hundred and thirty participants (at the mean age  
M = 24.84) completed the following questionnaires: the 
Self-Esteem Scale (SES), the Satisfaction with Life Scale 
(SWLS), the Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R), the 
Positivity Scale (P-SCALE), the NEO Five Factor Inventory 
(NEO-FFI), the Self-Concept Clarity Scale (SCC), the Gen-
eralized Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES) and the Life Engage-
ment Test (LET).

results
The introduction of positive orientation as an additional 
predictor in the second step of regression analyses led to 
better prediction of the following variables: purpose in life, 
self-concept clarity and generalized self-efficacy. This ef-
fect was the strongest for predicting purpose in life (i.e. 
14% increment of the explained variance). 

conclusions
The results confirmed our hypothesis that positive orien-
tation can be characterized by incremental validity – its 
inclusion in the regression model (in addition to the five 
main factors of personality) increases the amount of ex-
plained variance. These findings may provide further evi-
dence for the legitimacy of measuring positive orientation 
and personality traits separately.
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Background

The flourishing positive psychology movement has 
inspired broad research on the determinants of hu-
man optimal functioning (Snyder &  Lopez, 2002; 
Donaldson, Dollwet, &  Rao, 2015). Personality, un-
derstood as a rather stable and unique constellation 
of traits, may be treated as an immense predictor 
of different behaviors, including ‘positive’ ones, i.e. 
those accounting for optimal functioning and foster-
ing health (Sheldon, Cheng, & Hilpert, 2011; Borgen 
&  Lindley, 2003). However, at the theoretical level, 
it is not so easy to find the so-called ‘positivity’ in 
a  widely accepted five-factor model (FFM) (McCrae 
& Costa, 1987; Caprara, 2010). The five major person-
ality factors cannot be indisputably recognized posi-
tive (arguably with the exception of emotional stabili-
ty, which is treated as a better pole for neuroticism) as 
they may translate to both good and bad performance 
and adjustment (McCrae & Costa, 2003). For example, 
it is generally approved to be agreeable and friend-
ly, but it may also make other people take advantage 
of you (see also: Egan, Piek, & Dyck, 2015). It is also 
positively valued to work hard and conscientiously, 
but there is a hidden risk of feeling overworked and 
having problems with work-life balance (Chen-Ming 
&  Ying-Wen, 2009). Openness may be a  burden as 
well – e.g. in the case when you have to do an ordi-
nary, boring job; it also seems to be a risk factor of 
gambling disorder (Carlotta et al., 2015). Extraversion 
– a trait that includes positive emotionality (McCrae 
& Costa, 1987) – should also be treated with caution, 
as it is not introversion which predicts negative emo-
tionality, but neuroticism (i.e. high introversion does 
not mean negative emotionality, which is somewhat 
positive itself; see also: Cain, 2012).

According to Caprara (2010), the mentioned un-
derrepresentation of positive aspects of personality 
may be treated as an important limitation of the the-
ory of Costa and McCrae. Caprara (2009) has pro-
posed the existence of another important personality 
dimension named positive orientation (PO) defined 
as a  basic tendency to perceive and evaluate posi-
tively oneself, one’s future and one’s life. The pres-
ently available data offer convincing evidence for 
the existence of three factors underlying the latent 
variable of PO, namely: self-esteem, satisfaction with 
life and optimism (Caprara, Steca, Alessandri, Abe-
la, & McWhinnie, 2010; Caprara & Alessandri, 2014). 
According to Caprara’s theory, PO fulfills important 
biological functions, i.e. people need it to grow, flour-
ish and lead satisfactory and happy lives (Caprara, 
2009; Alessandri, Caprara, & Tisak, 2012).

Unfortunately, the above notions do not let us in-
disputably recognize PO as separate from the FFM 
and prove that it is necessary to measure PO inde-
pendently, in addition to the FFM (Caprara et al., 

2012a; Miciuk, Jankowski, Laskowska, & Oleś, 2016). 
One can easily enumerate both differences and sim-
ilarities between these two models. As the similar-
ities are in question, both PO and personality traits 
are rather stable in the course of life and there exist 
both genetic and environmental factors underlying 
them (Caprara et al., 2009; McCrae &  Costa, 1990;  
Cobb-Clark &  Schurer, 2012). Moreover, positive 
orientation seems to be universal. There is some ev-
idence that PO can be altered in quite a short term 
(e.g. procedures modifying generalized self-effica-
cy are quite convincing – Oleś et al., 2013; Caprara, 
Alessandri, &  Barbaranelli, 2010), and personali-
ty traits are changeable as well, though to a  rather 
smaller extent and in the long run (this may often be 
observed when relatively distant points in one’s life-
span are being compared – McCrae & Costa, 1990). 
Among more radical differences between PO and 
personality traits, there is a notion that personality 
traits first of all refer to certain observable behaviors, 
whilst PO expresses primarily the inner states that 
are not so easy to observe for a person who does not 
experience them (Caprara, 2010). Moreover, person-
ality traits are quite poor predictors of health and 
job success, especially if compared with PO (Pervin, 
1996; Caprara, 2010; Alessandri et al., 2012). Another 
important gap between PO and the FFM is the men-
tioned difference in the ability to capture positivity 
encoded in personality (Caprara, 2010). Nevertheless, 
as will be described below, PO and FFM are correlat-
ed with each other.

There have been only a few studies investigating 
the relationship between PO and FFM so far. A broad 
study (Caprara et al., 2012a) conducted on two Ital-
ian, one Spanish and one Japanese sample showed 
that energy (equivalent of extraversion), emotional 
stability (reverse of neuroticism), conscientiousness, 
agreeableness and openness are all correlated with 
PO (Pearson’s r: .37 to .44, .27 to .31, .24 to .28, .14 to 
.29, and .17 to .24 respectively; all p < .01). Howev- 
er, the latest research (Miciuk et al., 2016) conducted 
on a Polish sample showed that PO correlates only 
with neuroticism, extraversion and agreeableness 
(–.53 to –.70, .57 to .59, .33 to .37 respectively; all 
Pearson’s r, p < .01), and these results are probably 
attributable to some unspecified cultural differenc-
es. Moreover, in the same study, the canonical cor-
relation analysis showed a  sizeable affinity (60% of 
common variance) between PO and FFM. On the one 
hand, this means that PO is at least partly included 
in the FFM. On the other hand, 40% of unexplained 
variance indicates the uniqueness of PO and partly 
justifies treating it as a separate psychological vari-
able (Miciuk et al., 2016).

The current study portrays the next step in the in-
vestigation of the FFM-PO relationship. Taking into 
account the fact that personality traits are important 
predictors of a vast field of psychological functioning 
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(McCrae & Costa, 2003), we put forward the follow-
ing question: will the amount of explained variance 
grow if we include PO (in addition to personality 
traits) in the stepwise regression model? If yes, this 
would support the view that PO goes beyond the 
FFM. If not, this would at least make it harder to ad-
vocate the idea that PO is separate from the FFM. We 
have chosen the following variables to be predicted 
in the regression analysis: self-concept clarity, pur-
pose in life and generalized self-efficacy – all linked 
to optimal functioning (e.g.: Emery, Walsh, & Slotter, 
2015; Van Dijk et al., 2014; Ryff & Singer, 1998; Prai-
rie, Scheier, Matthews, Chang, & Hess, 2011; Zhao, 
Lei, He, Gu, & Li, 2015). 

Self-concept clarity is defined as “the extent to 
which the self-beliefs are clearly and confidently de-
fined, internally consistent, and stable” (Campbell et 
al., 1996, p. 141). It is arguable that having a positive 
view of oneself (i.e. high self-esteem) supports inte-
gration of self-concept and hence promotes its clar-
ity (like the reverse of “negative clarity” observed in 
depression). Being satisfied with one’s life events and 
social relationships (i.e. high satisfaction with life) 
may translate to clarity as well (one may think like: 
“I have been rather satisfied with my life so far, so 
I probably pursue good actions and decisions, which 
proves that I probably know who I really am, what 
I really want, and what I really can do”), on condition 
that a person has an internal locus of control. Last 
but not least, optimism can be treated as an aspect 
of certainty (“I am certain that generally everything 
will be OK with me in the future”), and being certain 
about oneself may also correspond to having clear 
self-views.

Purpose in life is defined as “the extent to which 
a person engages in activities that are personally val-
ued” (Scheier et al., 2006, p. 291). It seems reasonable 
to think that if you have high self-esteem, you rep-
resent a kind of authority to yourself, which means 
that if this is YOU who chooses your activities, they 
must be really important for you and worth engag-
ing in. Furthermore, life satisfaction includes positive 
evaluation of one’s activities directly in its definition, 
whilst optimism seems to promote engaging in them.

It is also theoretically justified that positive think-
ing about life, future and oneself (PO) corresponds 
to generalized self-efficacy defined as a general belief 
about one’s efficacy in dealing with difficult situa-
tions and obstacles (Schwarzer, 1992). What we get 
as a result is positive thinking about oneself dealing 
with life in the future.

Summing this all up, in this study we postulat-
ed that if we predict certain psychological variables 
(particularly: self-concept clarity, purpose in life and 
generalized self-efficacy) on the basis of both PO and 
personality traits, this will lead to a greater amount of 
explained variance than if we enter personality traits 
as the only predictors into the regression model.

Participants and procedure

Participants

The sample consisted of 130 participants (80 females 
and 50 males) at the mean age M = 24.84 (SD = 2.76, 
min = 19, max = 30). They were all Polish students of 
different academic majors. They did not receive any 
compensation for their participation in the research.

Methods 

Eight questionnaires were used in this study. The ratio-
nale for using these particular methods was that they 
measure exactly the variables we wanted to investi-
gate, and that they are Polish adaptations (or trans-
lations) of questionnaires approved and commonly 
used worldwide. The first four of the questionnaires 
described below have been traditionally used to mea-
sure PO and the three factors underling it (namely: 
self-esteem, satisfaction with life and optimism) (e.g. 
Caprara et al., 2012b; Alessandri et al., 2012).

The Self-Esteem Scale (SES) (Rosenberg, 1965; Pol-
ish adaptation: Dzwonkowska, Lachowicz-Tabaczek, 
& Łaguna, 2008) consists of 10 items (the respondent 
ranks each of them on a 4-point scale from strongly 
agree to strongly disagree) and has satisfactory reli-
ability (Cronbach’s α coefficient: .83 for the Polish 
version and .77-.88 for the original version), as well 
as test-retest stability: .79-.88.

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener, 
Emmons, Larson, &  Griffin, 1985; Polish adaptation: 
Juczyński, 2001) consists of 5 items and a respondent 
has to assess each of them on a  7-point scale. The 
SWLS has good psychometric parameters (Cronbach’s 
α equals .81 for the Polish version and .87 for the orig-
inal version; test-retest stability varies from .82 to .86). 

The Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R) (Sche- 
ier, Carver, &  Bridges, 1994; Polish adaptation: Ju- 
czyński, 2001) consists of 6 diagnostic items (plus 
4 additional ones) and measures dispositional opti-
mism defined as the extent to which one has positive 
expectations about one’s future [C]. The LOT-R has 
a 5-point response scale and good reliability (Cron-
bach’s α = .76).

The Positivity Scale (P-SCALE) (Caprara et al., 
2012a; Polish adaptation: Łaguna, Oleś, &  Filipiuk, 
2011) is a brief measure of positive orientation treat-
ed as a single construct. It has 8 items, each of them 
to be assessed on a 5-point response scale (e.g.: “I am 
satisfied with my life”, “I look forward to the future 
with hope and enthusiasm”, “I feel I have many things 
to be proud of”). Cronbach’s α varies from .77 to .84 
and test-retest stability equals .84, which proves the 
good psychometric parameters of the P-SCALE.

The NEO Five Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI) (Cos-
ta & McCrae, 1992; Polish adaptation by Zawadzki, 
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Strelau, Szczepaniak, & Śliwińska, 1998) is a 60-item 
measure of the traits constituting the FFM. Reliabil-
ity of the inventory is satisfactory (Cronbach’s α: 
conscientiousness: .82; neuroticism: .80; extraver-
sion: .77; openness: .68; agreeableness: .68), as is its 
validity (e.g. satisfactory coherence of the NEO-FFI 
results and observers’ ratings; theoretically justified 
correlations with temperament and other domains of 
personality). 

The Self-Concept Clarity Scale (SCC) (Campbell 
et al., 1996; Polish translation by Jankowski & Oleś) 
consists of 12 items to be rated from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree). Because of the lack of 
a full Polish adaptation of the SCC, the Polish trans-
lation was used. The original version of this measure 
has good psychometric parameters (Cronbach’s α: 
.86, test-retest reliability: .70-.79).

The Generalized Self-Efficacy Scale (GSES) 
(Schwarzer &  Jeruzalem, 1995; Polish adaptation: 
Schwarzer, Jeruzalem, & Juczyński – Juczyński, 2001) 
is a 10-item scale. The respondent has to rank each 
of them from 1 to 4. Psychometric parameters are 
as follows: internal consistency (Cronbach’s α): .72, 
test-retest reliability: .52, split-half reliability: .49. 
Moreover, the GSES has satisfactory construct valid-
ity and content validity.

The Life Engagement Test (LET) (Scheier et al., 
2006) is a 10-item scale designed to measure the pur-
pose in life. Because there is no full Polish adaptation 
of the LET, we used the translation by Bąk, Jankowski 
and Oleś. The original version of the LET has satis-
factory reliability (Cronbach’s α coefficient = .72-.87, 
test-retest reliability = .61-.76), and its validity was 
confirmed mainly on the basis of its relation to other 
psychological variables.

Procedure

The participants were recruited via snowball sam-
pling, i.e. a  non-probability sampling technique in 
which existing participants recruit other participants 
from among their acquaintances (Goodman, 1961). 
All of the participants agreed to their participation 
in the research. The time for completing papers was 
indefinite (everyone could work at her/his own pace). 
The whole sample collection process took several 
months.

Data analysis

According to tradition, PO was represented in two 
ways in this study: as a score in the P-SCALE and as 
a factor score computed from the scores in the SES, 
the SWLS and the LOT-R (i.e. scales measuring the 
three variables underlying a latent factor of PO). The 
statistical methods used included descriptive statis-

tics, Pearson product-moment correlation coeffi-
cients (Pearson’s r), exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 
(principal component analysis, PCA), and stepwise 
regression analysis.

Results

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics and correlations 
between the variables. Positive orientation is repre-
sented twice: 1) as POPS, i.e. a score in the P-SCALE, 
and 2) as POF, i.e. a factor score computed from the 
scores in the SES, the SWLS and the LOT-R (EFA has 
resulted in one factor explaining 74% of the variance 
of the three mentioned ones, with their loads: .88, 
.83 and .87 respectively). We also included scores in 
self-esteem, satisfaction with life and optimism sepa-
rately to compare their effects with those of PO treat-
ed as a whole.

POPS correlates with neuroticism, extraversion 
and conscientiousness and does not correlate with 
openness or agreeableness. POF correlates with all 
five personality traits (with the lowest, but significant  
r coefficient in the case of openness), while satisfac-
tion with life alone does not correlate with agree-
ableness or openness. Moreover, PO correlates with 
all three variables chosen to be predicted in a regres-
sion analysis (i.e. self-concept clarity, generalized 
self-efficacy and purpose in life).

As can be seen in Table 2, the introduction of PO 
(in addition to the three personality traits correlating 
with PO, i.e. neuroticism, extraversion and consci-
entiousness) in a stepwise regression analysis led to 
the increase in the amount of explained variance of 
the predicted variables. Change in the amount of ex-
plained variance ΔR2 ranged from .02 to .14, depend-
ing on the measure of PO and the predicted variable. 
The highest incremental validity of PO can be ob-
served for the purpose in life and PO represented by 
the score on the P-SCALE (see Table 3 for details), 
and the smallest for the same measure of PO and 
self-concept clarity. Inclusion of PO in the second 
step of regression analysis increased the amount of 
explained variance by at least 5% for each predicted 
variable (look at the last two columns in Table 2 and 
compare the highest ΔR2 coefficients in each line).

Discussion

Firstly, consistently with the findings from the pre-
vious study on a Polish sample (Miciuk et al., 2016), 
POPS correlated with only three personality traits: 
neuroticism, extraversion and conscientiousness. On 
the other hand, similarly to the findings of Caprara 
et al. (2012a), POF correlates with all five personality 
traits (with the lowest, but significant r coefficient in 
the case of openness). Generally speaking, we have 
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obtained yet more evidence that PO shows affinity to 
a pattern of personality in which emotional stability 
(reverse of neuroticism), extraversion and conscien-
tiousness seem crucial. Such an organization of traits 
is believed to be typical for unbeaten optimists and 
go-getters (Costa & McCrae, 1992, 2000) and may be 
interpreted as a modified General Factor of Personal-
ity (Rushton & Irwing, 2008).

Secondly, the results supported our hypothesis 
that predicting self-concept clarity, purpose in life 
and generalized self-efficacy on the basis of both 
PO and personality traits (namely: neuroticism, ex-
traversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 
openness) will lead to a greater amount of explained 
variance than when entering personality traits as the 
only predictors into the regression model. This effect 
can be consistently observed in the case of all three 
predicted variables and for two measures of PO, re-
gardless of different levels of the increments. 

The theoretical implications of these findings are 
quite intriguing. They not only argue for separate-
ness of the PO model and the FFM and for the le-
gitimacy of measuring PO in addition to personality 
traits, but also cast some light on the presence of 
positivity in the FFM. Looking at Table 3, we can ob-
serve an interesting effect: the addition of PO in the 
second step of regression led to important changes 
in β coefficients: the role of neuroticism and extra-
version in predicting purpose in life became insignif-
icant. This may be because the positive emotionality 
included in extraversion (and negative emotionality 
as its contrary, included in neuroticism) was taken 
over by PO, which is more strongly saturated with 
positivity. Analogical effects were observed for the 
purpose in life and POF. This suggests that neurotic 
introverts may be lower in purpose in life as a result 
of neuroticism and extraversion being correlated 
with PO, which is the real predictor of purpose in 
life. In other words, the effect which had been re-

Table 2

Stepwise regression analyses: R and ΔR coefficients

Predicted variables Step 1 
Predictors: 

neuroticism, 
extraversion, con-

scientiousness, 
agreeableness 
and openness

Step 2 
Predictors: neuroticism, extraversion, conscientiousness, 

agreeableness, openness
and:

self-esteem, satis-
faction with life, 

optimism

POPS POF

R2 ΔR2 ΔR2 ΔR2

self-concept clarity .53 .05** .02* .05**

purpose in life .52 .04* .14** .03**

generalized self- 
efficacy

.40 .07** .05** .03**

Note. POPS – PO as a score in P-SCALE; POF – PO as a factor score (self-esteem, life satisfaction and optimism); *p < .05, **p < .01

Table 3

Predicting purpose in life in stepwise regression analysis

Predicted variable: purpose in life

Predictors ΔR2 β

Step 1 .54***  

    neuroticism   –.21**

    extraversion   .17*

    conscientiousness .49***

    agreeableness .13*

    openness   .06

F(5, 124) = 28.60, p < .001

Step 2 .14***

    neuroticism   .004

    extraversion .03

    conscientiousness .35***

    agreeableness   .14*

    openness   .07

    POPS   .52***

F(6, 123) = 41.95, p < .001  
Note. POPS – PO as a score in P-SCALE; *p ≤ .05, **p < .01,  
***p < .001

vealed between purpose in life and neuroticism and 
extraversion in the first step of the regression anal-
ysis is in fact a spurious correlation – people low in 
PO are at the same time more neurotic, less extra-
verted and have a lower purpose in life. What is also 
interesting, in the case of all measures of PO, the sec-
ond step of regression analyses always involved pre-
dictions on the basis of both PO and (some) trait(s). 
This is yet another argument for the separateness of 
PO and the FFM.
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Limitations of the described study include the fol-
lowing: sample imperfection (not very big and repre-
senting a student population from one country), lim-
ited number of the predicted variables, and the fact 
that this study is strictly correlational and based on 
self-reports. However, according to abundant empir-
ical evidence (Chen, Watson, Biderman, & Ghorbani, 
2016; McCrae & Costa, 1986; Uziel, 2010), self-reports 
of personality traits should not be perceived by de-
sign as contaminated with the need of social approv-
al (e.g. because in many studies self-reports satisfac-
torily correlate with the ratings of others). Other data 
(Cyboroń, 2014) suggest that the correlations (Pear-
son’s r) between PO and the need for social approval 
(measured by questionnaire) are weak (.21 for SWLS, 
p < .01; .25 for SES, p < .001; n.s. for LOT-R).

Generally speaking, the obtained results are con-
sistent with previous findings suggesting that PO 
and the FFM have much in common, but they are not 
identical (see also: Jibeen, 2014). However, our study 
is the first one advocating this notion by means of 
regression analysis, which conveys its unique contri-
bution to the PO-FFM debate (Caprara et al., 2012a; 
Miciuk et al., 2016).

Conclusions

The aim of this study was to find new evidence in 
the debate on the separateness of the PO and FFM. 
Our hypothesis was that if we add PO as a predictor 
(an additional one to personality traits) in the second 
step of regression analysis, the amount of explained 
variance will increase. The results supported this hy-
pothesis – taking PO into account allows for better 
prediction of such variables linked to optimal func-
tioning as: purpose in life, generalized self-efficacy 
and self-concept clarity. This created a new argument 
for the legitimacy of educing and measuring positive 
orientation – a personality variable which may help 
us to explain some psychological phenomena, as the 
five major personality traits turn out to be insuffi-
cient predictors. 
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