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Abstract
Most existing research on Disney animated films has concentrated on problematic
themes, including stereotypical portrayals of romantic relationships or aggression, while
comparatively little attention has been given to how these films may also convey positive
messages and promote prosocial behavior. Research on well-being is particularly
relevant, given its strong association with improved health outcomes and the
development of positive interpersonal relationships. The purpose of this basic qualitative
study was to explore how well-being is portrayed in Disney animated feature films
released between 2013 and 2023. Seligman’s model of well-being, which consists of the
pursuit and attainment of five core pillars—positive emotion, engagement, relationships,
meaning, and accomplishment (PERMA)—constituted the theoretical backdrop of this
study. Ten major grossing animated feature films by Disney released during 2013-2023
constituted the data for this study. Results of this study indicated that the characters in the
selected animated films consistently embody the five pillars of well-being. The study
highlights that these pillars do not operate in isolation but interact dynamically, offering a
holistic portrayal of human flourishing through the emotional, relational, and moral
journeys of the characters. This study highlights that Disney animated feature films,
while primarily created for entertainment, vividly model the principles of well-being
through character development, narrative structure, and emotional expression. By
illustrating how the PERMA framework is embedded in popular media, the findings
support the use of film as a practical tool to promote individual flourishing and to foster

positive social change across educational, clinical, and community settings.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Introduction

Recent studies have focused on how Disney movies promote positive messages
and prosocial behaviors (de Leeuw & van der Laan, 2018; Graham et al., 2018; Padilla-
Walker et al., 2013). This is a shift from earlier research that concentrated on the
presence of negative content, such as stereotypical romantic relationships, aggression,
negative views of persons with disabilities, and oppressive beauty standards (Hefner et
al., 2017; Holcomb & Lathem-Mintus, 2022; Purdy, 2021). However, there has been
limited exploration of how Disney movies portray positive behaviors related to well-
being. Research on well-being is justified given its association with improved health
outcomes and enhanced interpersonal relationships (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011).

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore how well-being has
been portrayed in Disney animated feature films between 2013 and 2023. This qualitative
content analysis of Disney animated feature films identified elements of well-being
portrayed in the movies’ characters and narratives. This chapter provides the background
of the study, outlining the problem and purpose statements and highlighting its
significance. In this chapter, I present the research questions and theoretical framework,
followed by an examination of the study’s nature. Additionally, I define key terms
specific to the study and discuss the assumptions, scope, delimitations, and limitations

involved.



Background

Disney films provide major entertainment for people of all ages (Wasko, 2020).
Given their popularity, Disney animated films have been the target of extensive research
revealing positive and negative outcomes. A broad range of studies concluded that
Disney movies reinforce harmful notions by creating oppressive beauty standards (Hefner
et al., 201; Purdy, 2021; Shannon, 2015); fostering stereotypical gender norms (Towbin
et al., 2004); or presenting negative views of persons with disabilities (Holcomb &
Lathem-Mintus, 2022). Another group of studies focused on how Disney movies promote
positive behaviors both for children and adults (de Leeuw & van der Laan, 2018; Padilla-
Walker et al., 2013). Research has suggested that, when prosocial behaviors are
demonstrated in the context of the story, children identify with the actions and mimic the
behavior seen (de Leeuw & van der Laan, 2018). The significance of watching Disney’s
movies among adults has also been documented. For example, in their study, Pils et al.
(2020) identified that viewing Disney movies during chemotherapy improved positive
results of chemotherapy for adult women experiencing breast cancer. The researchers
suggested this was due to increasing patients’ ability to hope and hold a positive attitude
about the effectiveness of their treatment.

Graham et al. (2018) studied how Disney uses animated movies to unpack death
and coping mechanisms depicting how people deal with complex life situations as part of
the human condition. While different areas, populations, and psychological concepts have
been researched using Disney movies (e.g., by Hefner et al., 2017; Holcomb & Lathem-

Mintus, 2022; Purdy, 2021; Shannon, 2015), the concept of well-being and how it is



portrayed in Disney animated films is lacking. Understanding well-being in children and
adults remains relevant to the field, substantiated by the relationship between higher
levels of well-being and overall quality of life.

People high in well-being show better physical and mental health, establish more
positive interpersonal relationships, show increased creativity, and develop personal
growth (Diener et al., 2017; Huppert, 2013; Seligman, 2021). Moreover, a longitudinal
study indicated that well-being in childhood predicts future well-being in adulthood
(Richards & Huppert, 2011). More research related to how media can encourage
behaviors related to well-being has been recommended (de Leeuw & Buijzen, 2016).
Viewers of animated feature films are deeply engaged and tend to mimic the character’s
actions and beliefs in real life (Bandura, 2008; Holdier, 2021). A qualitative content
analysis of the representation of well-being in Disney movies has the potential to offer
valuable insights into the understanding of how media content can contribute to people’s
overall thriving.

Problem Statement

Most research on Disney movies has concentrated on the presence of negative
content depicting stereotypical romantic relationships, aggression, negative views of
persons with disabilities or oppressive beauty standards (Hefner et al., 2017; Holcomb &
Lathem-Mintus, 2022; Purdy, 2021; Shannon, 2015). Some studies paid attention to how
Disney movies promote positive messages and prosocial behaviors (de Leeuw & van der
Laan, 2018; Graham et al.; 2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2013). There has been scant

attention to explore how Disney movies portray well-being. Research on well-being is



relevant considering how this concept is related to better health outcomes and positive
relationships (Diener et al., 2017; Huppert, 2013; Seligman, 2021).
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how well-being is portrayed
in Disney animated feature films between 2013 and 2023. Well-being is the phenomenon
of this study, and Seligman’s (2011) definition of well-being was used as the theoretical
basis for this study. According to Seligman, well-being consists of the pursuing and
attainment of one or more of the following five elements: (a) positive emotion, (b)
engagement, (c) relationships, (d) meaning, and (e) accomplishment, or PERMA. A
qualitative content analysis of Disney animated feature films was conducted to identify
elements of well-being portrayed in the movies’ characters and narratives. Disney films
were selected given that they are significantly popular, and they represent a favorite
source of children’s media use (Whitten, 2019). Ten major grossing animated feature
films by Disney, Disney Animation Studios, Pixar, or Walt Disney Studios released
during 2013-2023 were selected. Only films in English were examined.

Research Question

The following research question guided this study:

RQ: How is well-being portrayed in major animated feature films released
between 2013 and 20237

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework of this study is Martin Seligman’s (2011) well-being

theory that includes the five PERMA building blocks of well-being. As described in the
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purpose statement, Seligman defined well-being as the pursuing and attainment of one or
more of the following five elements: (a) positive emotion (feeling good), (b) engagement
(being absorbed in activities), (c) relationships (being authentically connected to others),
(d) meaning (purposeful existence), and (e) accomplishment (a sense of accomplishment
and success). These elements or dimensions provide an understanding of how people
experience well-being. People who experience well-being tend to feel better about
themselves, feel connected to others or to what they do, and flourish and thrive
(Seligman, 2011). As the goal of this study was to explore how well-being is portrayed in
major animated feature films, this theory helped in providing a framework to explore the
concept of well-being. A basic qualitative content analysis of Disney animated feature
films, guided by this theory, was expected to identify elements of well-being portrayed in
the movies’ characters and narratives. An exploration of well-being portrayed in Disney’s
movies provides a glimpse at how movie watchers may identify with the actions,
characters, and narratives that portray well-being. In turn, this identification with
characters and narratives portraying well-being may serve as the basis for adopting
positive behaviors.
Nature of the Study

To address the research questions in this study, a basic qualitative research
methodology was used to examine the portrayal of well-being in major Disney animated
feature films. The basic qualitative approach aimed to discover and understand a
phenomenon and the perspectives and worldviews of the people involved (Caelli et al.,

2003; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Percy et al., 2015). Latent content analysis was used to



analyze the data from the selected movies. Latent content analysis is used when existing
theory about a phenomenon is used as part of the analysis to guide the coding (Bengtsson,
2006; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In the context of this study, the basic qualitative
methodology and latent content analysis allowed me to investigate the expressions,
words, narratives, and actions of the main characters in selected Disney films to discover
how well-being and PERMA dimensions are represented and modeled.

Definitions of Key Terms

Accomplishments: Moments in an individual’s life that they might list on a
resume; earn a certificate, diploma, or medal for completing; or celebrate with a party
(Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). These can include a child’s first lost tooth, running
a 5k, earning a pay raise, or finishing a book before it is due at the library. The
significance of an accomplishment lies not in its external value but in the individual’s
recognition of personal growth (Seligman, 2011). Thus, accomplishments represent self-
growth that is consistently present in an individual’s life and is measurable. Traditionally,
an accomplishment is considered something substantial, but it can also be something
personally meaningful (Seligman, 2011).

Engagement: A state in which individuals use their skills and abilities in a
fulfilling and enjoyable way (Seligman, 2011) that contrasts with the frustration of never
utilizing natural talents. Engagement involves the emotion of actively applying talents
and skills to navigate life and work, the opposite of feeling useless. Being fully engaged
means feeling alive and capable. This state can be self-identified and self-reported by

individuals, even if it is not easily observed by others (Seligman, 2011).



Flourish/flourishing: An ideal state of mental and social well-being that results
from thriving in various psychosocial areas (Seligman, 2011). Flourishing encompasses
the ability to flow, work joyfully, and maintain a stable state of joy or peace, leading to a
life one does not feel the need to escape from (Diener et al., 2017). Flourishing represents
the culmination of a well-lived life, illustrating well-being as a continuous state that
enables individuals to navigate life successfully. While everyone who learns about this
state aspires to achieve it, well-being is the foundational step in the series of life
accomplishments necessary for establishing a flourishing life (Seligman, 2011).

Happiness: An emotion and a measurable feeling (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman,
2002). In this context, it refers to a positive evaluation of one’s life rather than a fleeting
state of high arousal. While happiness can be triggered by specific events and occur
within defined moments (Seligman, 2011), it also contributes to a continued state of well-
being.

Meaning: Defined as belonging to and serving something greater than oneself, a
critical element of well-being. Unlike subjective positive emotions, meaning
encompasses both subjective experiences and objective judgments from history, logic,
and coherence. Meaning contributes to well-being, is often pursued for its own sake, and
can be measured independently of positive emotion, engagement, accomplishment, and
relationships (Seligman, 2011).

Positive emotions: Discrete and pleasant feelings such as love, joy, pride, or
contentment (Chin et al., 2021). This concept involves a pattern of thought processes that

lean toward positivity rather than negative thinking or catastrophizing (Seligman, 2022).



Regular positive emotions become a lens through which individuals view their lives,
representing a natural polarity rather than something they strain for or consciously think
about (Seligman, 2011, 2022). Positive emotions are easily understood as the opposite of
negative or destructive emotions but should not be confused with the term or idea of
rose-colored lenses (Seligman, 2011).

Subjective well-being (SWB): An individual’s personal perception and experience
of positive and negative emotions, as well as overall and specific cognitive assessments
of life satisfaction. SWB has been described as the way individuals cognitively and
emotionally assess their own lives (Diener et al., 2017). SWB is how individuals evaluate
the quality of their own lives, aligning closely with the concept of quality of life.

Well-being: Martin Seligman’s (2011) five pillars of well-being consist of positive
emotions (experiencing joy, gratitude, and other positive feelings); engagement (being
deeply involved in activities that use one’s strengths and talents); relationships (having
strong, healthy, and supportive social connections); meaning (belonging to and serving
something bigger than oneself); and accomplishments (pursuing success, achievement,
and mastery for their own sake). PERMA represents the foundational aspects of well-
being that are measurable and tangible, not just abstract concepts. These pillars or
elements are globally relevant and universally adaptable (Seligman, 2022; Rozin, 2022).

Assumptions

There are several philosophical assumptions associated with choosing qualitative

inquiry. These assumptions pertain to ontology, epistemology, axiology, and

methodology (Creswell & Cresswell, 2018). The methodology used in this study was a



latent content analysis employing qualitative methods to explore the phenomenon of
well-being (Bengtsson, 2016). Unlike a typical content analysis, which gathers surface
evidence, a latent analysis delves deeper into the content to uncover layers of meaning
while remaining grounded in the facts. This approach is akin to historical studies that
glean additional relevant information from the context of the time. Each animated film
was examined within its unique world, allowing me to draw supported conclusions about
the portrayed culture. This is particularly relevant when studying anthropomorphized
characters, as they represent human experiences expressed in non-human forms. As
characters are analyzed in context, additional assumptions need to be detailed, such as
maintaining that the animated films are primarily for entertainment, not educational
purposes. Assumptions about characters’ ulterior motives and their development within
the story were also considered.

I assumed that Disney animated feature films were created for entertainment
purposes, for general audiences, not just for children, and for financial gain (Guttman,
2022; Walt Disney World, n.d.). The theory of well-being assumes that individuals seek
to flourish (Seligman, 2011). Whether discussing happiness, flourishing, well-being, or
success, the idea is that people do not desire their own destruction. Additionally,
emotions or feelings are visibly displayed for the audience (Cooke et al., 2016). This
speaks to the axiology of the study, adding value to understanding how well-being theory
and its five pillars are classified in action. Emotions were measurable and physically
manifest, not just abstract ideas (Cooke et al., 2016). Moments in which characters hide

their emotional responses were detailed as part of the situational information. PERMA
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was selected to determine the concept of well-being due to its well-defined method and
theory, although it is not the only method for determining human well-being (Cooke et
al., 2016; Seligman, 2011).

Findings from study are expected to enhance the epistemological foundation of
well-being theory by providing support that demonstrate the pillars of PERMA in action.
The trustworthiness process used in this study was basic to maintain a clear process and
add to the overall clarity of the final product. As the researcher, a student of well-being,
psychology, and teaching methodology, I brought my life experiences to the process.
Recognizing this personal and professional ontological lens, I kept a journal to detail
findings and logical conclusions, allowing other researchers to understand the processes
and lens used. My committee chair acted as an additional layer of trustworthiness,
serving as a peer reviewer with many years of experience, education, and biases, which
were also detailed for clarity.

Scope and Delimitations

Ten major grossing animated feature films produced by Disney, Disney
Animation Studios, Pixar, or Walt Disney Studios and released between 2013 and 2023
were selected for this study. Using the Internet Movie Database (IMDDb) top animated
film list, the films were chosen based on their production company, box office earnings,
and global release, further narrowing the list (Amazon, Inc., 1998). The production
company was owned by Disney, which includes Disney Animation Studios, Pixar, or
Walt Disney Studios. The box office criteria, set at over 50 million globally, ensured the

films’ popularity, and the IMDb score was also considered. Global release guaranteed
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worldwide accessibility. Additionally, only English-language films were examined at this
time. Disney’s non-animated movies and films from other companies were excluded.
The theoretical framework chosen for this study was Seligman’s (2011) well-
being theory, or PERMA, but this is not the only well-being theory available. Ed Diener
was also a main contributor to the topic of well-being, SWB, happiness, grit, and overall
life satisfaction (Biswas-Diener & Oishi, 2022). Diener was instrumental in helping the
topic of happiness become a scientific study acceptable in academia (Biswass-Diener &
Oishi, 2022). While both scientific researchers built impressive documentation on the
topics of well-being, Seligman’s theory of well-being, known as PERMA, is perhaps the
more accessible theory for qualitative investigation as it denotes the emotional
expressions and individual actions of those self-reporting well-being (Seligman, 2011).
Diener’s work on happiness and grit has been used foundationally for many quantitative
studies, such as in the formulation of the enduring happiness and continued self-
enhancement, or ENHANCE, program, a 12-week quantitative study that studied SWB
and its changes over time (Heintzelman et al., 2020). This study determined that well-
being flexes with the individual and grows in satisfaction the more it is recognized. As
this study was a latent content analysis, the ENHANCE program did not fit the defined
restrictions of an animated feature film and requires instead self-reporting individuals to
explore their experiences rather than a process of observation by a researcher.
Additionally, the new science of SWB that was initially explored by Diener is

encapsulated in Seligman’s (2011) PERMA, giving PERMA the advantage of Diener’s
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research in a flexible framework that allows for qualitative observations (Diener et al.,
2017).
Limitations

Latent content analysis offered a structure for this study that came with the
advantage of easily accessible content used to identify shifts in public opinion, while also
posing the disadvantage of being an incomplete lens through which to view culture
(Stemler, 2001). To study shifts in public opinion and observe changes in culture through
content analysis, the content’s timeline must have regular intervals and overall
comparability. In the case of Disney animated feature films, a new installment is released
every year, providing a consistent pattern conducive to study, despite the stories not
being interconnected but curated for the same purpose of entertaining general audiences
(Guttman, 2022; Walt Disney World, n.d.). The content for this study was readily
accessible through Disney’s streaming platform as of 2023, which offered the advantage
of time. As there are no individuals beyond the researcher and peer reviewer, the content
was available as needed, without the challenges of coordinating interviews and managing
multiple calendar conflicts, albeit at the cost of only having the content to analyze.

A typical qualitative study with participants faces limitations related to
scheduling, age, race, and other demographics, which are not applicable to content
analysis because there are no participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). While the
characters in the animated feature films serve as participants, they are merely part of the
content, eliminating the possibility of actual interviews. This constraint necessitates a

researcher to identify behavioral patterns with a trail of logical facts to uncover latent
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meaning within the content, which presents both an advantage for further transferability
and a disadvantage of the researcher’s biases to interfere with interpretations (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018).

The volume of data gathered in a qualitative analysis can make rigor difficult to
assess, maintain, and demonstrate, but content analysis streamlines this process by not
involving traditional participants who might be influenced by the researcher. However,
the transferability of the study is limited due to the nature of using a latent content
analysis with qualitative elements. While behavioral patterns were identified, the findings
are confined to the context and cannot be generalized to a wider audience or population
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The sample size of 10 films imposed a limitation on the
study but established a constraint of reliability by defining the sample size boundaries
(Ravitch & Carl, 2016). This small sample size offered the researcher additional
advantages in extracting deeper contextual meaning from targeted research, allowing
focused, individualized, rich descriptions to emerge from the data without the risk of
oversaturation and research fatigue.

Significance of the Study

Disney animated films contain complex themes and characters that provide
insight into various aspects of psychological well-being, such as feeling good, connecting
to others, engaging in meaningful activities, experiencing purposeful life events, and
having a sense of accomplishment and success. The results of this study have the
potential to help researchers and psychologists better understand and illustrate how

individuals achieve and maintain well-being. The results can also serve as a tool for
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educators and therapists to discuss well-being concepts with their students and clients in
an engaging and enjoyable way.

Disney animated films touch on a variety of life situations including mental
health, illness, disability, identity development, and personal growth (de Leeuw & van
der Laan, 2018; Graham et al., 2018; Holcomb & Latham-Mintus, 2022; Landrum et al.,
2019). Analyzing how well-being is portrayed in the context of these varied and difficult
situations can provide valuable insights into how media and storytelling can influence
people’s perceptions of how to address complex problems (see Bandura, 2008). In
addition, Disney characters often serve as role models for people of all ages. Exploring
the narratives of Disney characters and how they overcome challenges can provide
inspirational examples for real-life personal growth and well-being.

Traditionally, Disney’s storytelling strategies are well known for their ability to
portray moral lessons and evoke emotions (Holdier, 2021; Johansen, 2022). Providing an
account of the narrative structures and character development in Disney films sheds light
on how storytelling can be used to promote well-being in various media forms and help
script writers understand how to demonstrate well-being in their characters. Finally,
results of this study can validate or extend conceptually Seligman’s PERMA theory and
contribute to the refinement of this concept in the field of psychology. This study adds to
the body of knowledge within positive psychology by demonstrating how Disney

animated feature films fit the theoretical concept of well-being.



15

Summary

In the previous sections, I highlighted the significance of further research into
well-being and outlined how this study delves deeply into 10 Disney animated feature
films to ascertain how PERMA has permeated mainstream media. The problem statement
underscores the necessity for a deeper understanding of how extensively well-being
theory manifests in practice. The importance of understanding how to thrive in life and its
societal implications was examined through the lens of PERMA, Seligman’s (2011)
theory of SWB. The theoretical framework of PERMA was described, and the nature of
the study provided further rationale for why well-being theory warrants exploration
through a latent content analysis. Key terms were defined to establish clear parameters,
while assumptions were explored to ensure consistency in perspective among the
researcher and future investigators. The scope, limitations, and delimitations outlined the
boundaries of this study and elucidated why Seligman’s PERMA was chosen over other
potential theoretical frameworks. This groundwork lays a logical foundation for
proceeding with a literature review. Additionally, the use of film as a medium to examine
well-being and the significance of repeated exposure to PERMA concepts were detailed.
Chapter 2 delves into what is known, what remains unknown, how it logically fits

together, and its application to psychology through available literature.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction

Well-being is the focus of this qualitative study, with Seligman’s (2011)
definition of well-being theory and the PERMA model serving as the theoretical
foundation. According to Seligman (2011), well-being consists of pursuing and attaining
one or more of the five elements of PERMA: positive emotions, engagement,
relationships, meaning, and accomplishments. This study employed a qualitative latent
content analysis of Disney animated feature films from 2013-2023 to identify and
explore how the elements of well-being are portrayed through movie characters and
narratives, an approach that was not been previously investigated.

Most research on Disney movies has concentrated on the presence of negative
content, such as stereotypical romantic relationships, aggression, negative views of
persons with disabilities, or oppressive beauty standards (Hefner et al., 2017; Holcomb &
Lathem-Mintus, 2022; Purdy, 2021; Shannon, 2015). More recent studies have focused
on how Disney movies promote positive messages and prosocial behaviors (de Leeuw &
van der Laan, 2018; Graham et al., 2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2013). However, there
has been scant attention to exploring how Disney movies portray positive behaviors
related to well-being. Research on well-being is linked to better health outcomes and
positive relationships (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011), representing the positive side
of the more frequently studied negative aspects of Disney films.

In this chapter, I introduce the literature review search strategy used to examine

the existing literature, followed by the theoretical framework applied in this study.
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Finally, a synopsis of the current literature related to well-being is presented. I explain

how film, media, internet, television, and videos influence behavior, concluding with a

discussion of why Disney animated feature films are both relevant and influential. This

justifies the use of Disney animated feature films as content with worldwide exposure.
Literature Search Strategy

The search strategy for locating current literature on well-being theory and Disney
was focused on works published between 2020 and 2024, along with seminal works on
both topics. Resources published before 2020 were also evaluated to create a
comprehensive picture and complete evaluation of the topics. The primary source of this
literature was the Walden University library, utilizing psychology databases such as APA
PsychlInfo, EBSCO, ERIC, Taylor & Francis, ProQuest, SAGE Journals, and Science
Direct. These databases included literature from nursing, psychology, teaching, and
technology, as they related to the study’s topic.

There were no articles directly related to both well-being and Disney films, but
many parallel studies on other psychological topics found in Disney productions were
discovered and utilized, with an emphasis on the most recent studies to maintain current
relevance. Initial searches were limited to the last 5 years and peer-reviewed texts. As
studies were revealed, their reference lists were mined for additional resources. This led
to the discovery of rich seminal works that contributed to the foundational information
for this study and helped refine the keywords used.

The initial keywords were Disney, positive psychology, good human, good

character traits, and toxic character traits. The aim was to shape the study of how good
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behavior is determined and portrayed in Disney animated films. As research on prosocial
behavior emerged, this led to keywords like Disney, diversity, and positive character
traits, which in turn led to fairytales, PERMA, and well-being theory. Further exploration
of well-being theory and the lack of research, visual observations, and the use of
technology in disseminating well-being theory led to identifying additional keywords:
psychology, television, and technology. These searches resulted in the discovery of
multiple books demonstrating both well-being and how technology is used to teach and
disseminate ideas. Additionally, a few conferences on well-being and technology were
utilized to understand previous scientific efforts in exploring these topics.
Theoretical Framework

Since the establishment of psychology as a science in the late nineteenth century,
the focus has predominantly been on disordered minds (Seligman, 2011). While the
pursuit of happiness has driven individuals, businesses, and countries, psychology has
only in the last 50 years turned scientific attention to its study (Seligman, 2022). The
concept of well-being typically starts with the word happy, and as that is explored, a
fuller definition is sought. Happiness, like fun, is not a concrete idea but fluid and
personal (Seligman, 2002). To study happiness, the subjective nature of the topic needs to
be examined and fleshed out, which is what Seligman (2002) set out to accomplish and
revealed in his book Authentic Happiness.

Seligman further refined the idea of a happy life with well-being theory
(Seligman, 2002, 2011). Happiness is an emotion and a feeling that can be measured

(Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2022). Happiness means a positive evaluation of one’s life
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and does not refer to a fleeting state of high arousal. Happiness usually has a trigger and
happens within a defined moment (Seligman, 2022). Happiness is a portion of what is
used to describe a continued state of well-being. Well-being theory is defined as the
pursuit of five traits further explored as PERMA: positive emotions (feelings),
engagement (being absorbed in activities), relationships (being authentically connected to
others), meaning (purposeful existence), and accomplishments (a sense of
accomplishment and success; Seligman, 2002). These elements or dimensions provide an
understanding of how people experience well-being. People who experience well-being
tend to feel better about themselves, feel connected to others or to what they do, and
flourish and thrive (Seligman, 2011).

Seligman (2011) continued to refine his theory of well-being and published
Flourish in 2011. Selig (2011) determined that well-being was merely a stepping stone
and that a higher state of well-being could be established, referred to as a state of
flourishing. Flourishing is a construct of many things, an idea measured by looking at
other factors but not one thing on its own (Seligman, 2011). Flourishing speaks to being
able to flow, get work done with joy, and have a solid state of joy or peace that goes
beyond mindfulness. Flourishing means living a life an individual does not feel a need to
escape from (Diener et al., 2017).

Flourishing is the culmination of a life lived well. Flourishing demonstrates the
theory of well-being as a continuous state of being that allows an individual to flow
successfully through life. While everyone learning or reading about such a state desires to

reach it themselves, well-being is still the first step in the series of life accomplishments
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that need to exist before a flourishing life is established (Seligman, 2011). As such, I
determined to focus on well-being and not flourishing for this study, as I sought through a
content analysis to see if this basic step or understanding of how to be happy and
successful in life had been disseminated to the public.

As the goal of this study was to explore how well-being is portrayed in major
animated feature films, this theoretical framework helped in providing a framework to
explore the concept of well-being. Using this theory to explore how this concept is
portrayed in Disney movies provided a glimpse into how movie watchers may identify
with the actions, characters, and narratives that portray well-being. In turn, this
identification with characters and narratives portraying well-being may serve as the basis
for adopting positive behaviors.

Influences in the Development of Seligman’s Well-Being Theory

The goal of living a happy and successful life is not new. In addition to the U.S.
Declaration of Independence, which declares the right to pursue happiness, the World
Health Organization (WHO), established in 1948, includes well-being in its mission and
defines it as a state of non-disease or infirmity that is physically, mentally, and socially
healthy, demonstrating a state of well-being (WHO, 1948). Diener (2017) and a team of
researchers further defined well-being as SWB, understanding that the current definition
was not directly translating across all cultures, and thus they sought to create a more
universally correct definition. This team of researchers saw the rapid growth in the

science of SWB, identifying cultural differences. Diener et al. (2017) further identified
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the beneficial effects of incorporating an understanding of SWB into helping professions,
organizations, and research.

While the study of SWB was influential on Seligman and is explored in his book
Flourish, the main tenets of PERMA occur across cultures and were found to be
universally understood (Biswas-Diener & Oishi, 2022; Diener et al., 2017; Rozin, 2022;
Seligman, 2011). Thus, PERMA will be the gold standard of well-being theory used in
place of SWB. The largest difference between PERMA’s well-being theory and SWB is
the distinction between eudaimonic and hedonic conceptions (Thompson & Maddux,
2020). This is the difference between a meaningful life and one that is merely happy
(Diener et al., 2017; Thompson & Maddux, 2020).

PERMA

Positive emotions as a natural default, work and life that are engaging,
relationships that are authentic and meaningful, meaning beyond the ego, and
accomplishments make up the foundation of well-being theory. At their core, these
elements are rather basic, allowing them to stretch globally and be adaptable universally
(Rozin, 2022; Seligman, 2022). PERMA is referred to as pillars to help individuals and
scientists see it as foundational to being, similar to the foundation of a building
(Seligman, 2022). The pillars are simple to understand and are objectively quantifiable
while also being flexible to subjective interpretation on an individual basis. These

definitions were used in this study.
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Positive Emotions

Positive emotions are easily understood as the opposite of negative or destructive
emotions but should not be confused with the term or idea of rose-colored lenses
(Seligman, 2011). Positive emotions are defined as emotions that are discrete and
pleasant, such as love, joy, pride, or contentment (Chin et al., 2021). As they are felt,
positive emotions are frequently displayed on an individual’s face, appearing as a smile
on the lips or eyes or as a sense of peace that is neutral (Chin et al., 2021). Further
investigations of positive emotions reveal they contribute to demonstrated stability in an
individual’s life. This stability can be observed in the behavior of university students by
looking at their functionality and performance in class and life (Tze et al., 2022). This is
demonstrated by turning in completed homework on time and showing up for
appointments in appropriate attire (Tze et al., 2022).

The opposite of positive emotions is demonstrated as distress and can frequently
be identified by an individual’s manner and expressions, such as being habitually late,
underperforming in situations with incomplete work, and poor hygiene (Tze et al., 2022).
There is an entire spectrum of positive and negative emotions that are typically easy to
identify universally (Chin et al., 2021; Tze et al., 2022). These emotions are demonstrated
in words, deeds, facial expressions, actions, and how an individual views life at large
(Seligman, 2022). Words used reflect optimism, joy, love, hope, peace, and contentment,
while facial expressions can be neutral or pleasant. Although facial expressions are
influenced by culture, they still tend to lean toward universal definitions of being pleasant

in nature (Seligman, 2011; Tze et al., 2022).
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Engagement

Engagement refers to being deeply immersed and actively involved in a project,
task, or situation. It can be demonstrated by achieving a state of flow, where time appears
to stand still and one’s attention is completely absorbed in the present moment (Seligman,
2011). Engagement, like any other pillar of PERMA, does not need to manifest in an
individual’s life at the same levels of intensity or in equal measures to achieve a state of
well-being (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). Living an engaged life means feeling
actively involved in the process (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2024). It is the sensation
of using one’s talents and skills to navigate life and work, and it is the opposite of feeling
useless.
Relationships

“No man is an island,” a phrase attributed to poet John Donne has been quoted
and misquoted for centuries because it holds a universal truth. Jane Austen (1917)
expressed a similar sentiment: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man
in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.” Life is meant to be lived with
others, not in solitude. Relationships are human connections where individuals invest in
connecting with another person (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). These connections
can take the form of marriages, romantic relationships, partnerships, friendships, or
coworker relationships.

The key is to avoid living in isolation and instead be part of a larger whole
(Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). This concept includes both community relations

and private intimate connections. Additionally, the relevance of relationships is
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demonstrated by the impact of social support on people’s lives. Social support has been
linked to numerous positive outcomes, such as lower levels of depression and
psychopathology, enhanced physical health, decreased mortality rates, and healthier
behaviors (Tay et al., 2012).
Meaning

Finding meaning in life can take many forms but it is demonstrated as a purpose
beyond hedonistic pleasures (van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2022). Seligman (2011)
identified meaning as the third element of well-being, defining it as belonging to and
serving something perceived to be greater than oneself. Unlike positive emotion, meaning
has both subjective and objective components. While subjective experiences of meaning,
such as a seemingly profound late-night conversation, may initially seem significant, they
can later be reassessed as trivial or insubstantial. This underscores that subjective
judgments about meaning can be contradicted by more objective evaluations based on
history, logic, and coherence. In contrast, meaning involves the ability to see beyond
one’s own ego and is demonstrated through actions that protect and support others (van
der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2022). Taking an interest in the lives of others, building
relationships within religious contexts, and seeking additional skills to support local
communities are all responses to having meaning in one’s life (van der Kaap-Deeder et
al., 2022).
Accomplishments

Accomplishments are moments in an individual’s life that they might list on a

resume, earn a certificate, diploma, or medal for completing, or celebrate with a party
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(Seligman, 2011). They make a person feel successful and can include achievements such
as earning a good grade after studying for a test, running a marathon, getting a promotion
at work, or simply completing a predetermined task (Seligman, 2011). These
accomplishments can range from grand achievements, like winning at the Olympics, to
everyday tasks, such as putting away laundry in a few hours. Accomplishments are
measured as tasks or activities completed as expected and desired (Diener et al., 2017).
How these are demonstrated is individual in nature but not complicated. For instance,
setting out to pick up a child from school and failing due to a flat tire represents a failure
in accomplishing the task. Conversely, successfully picking up the child and bringing
them home as planned represents success.

Humans tend to focus on significant accomplishments like receiving a pay raise or
winning a poker game; however, completing daily mundane chores in a timely manner
also contributes to well-being (Seligman, 2022). For this study, identifying whether
Disney animated feature films depict characters achieving desired goals in an acceptable
manner is sufficient. Because storytelling often involves characters overcoming obstacles
to create drama, it was anticipated that main characters will encounter hurdles to their
main goals. However, identifying if small goals are also accomplished will demonstrate
this element of well-being.

In sum, each pillar of well-being is interrelated and mutually reinforced. Positive
emotions facilitate the completion of tasks, as a positive mindset enhances motivation
and efficacy. For instance, the mundane chore of putting away laundry is often prolonged

when approached with dread, whereas a positive outlook can expedite its completion.
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Authentic relationships, such as those formed within a church community, exemplify
both a sense of meaning that transcends individual interests and the development of
social connections that contribute to overall well-being. These pillars do not operate in
isolation; rather, they synergistically interact to form the comprehensive theory and state
of well-being that this study sought to identify in Disney animated feature films.
Literature Review Related to Key Concepts

This literature review covered several key areas related to well-being, the impact
of media on learning, and specific research on Disney’s products. This literature review
first addresses the relevance of the study of well-being in the current global landscape
and field of psychology. This section highlighted current research on well-being
illustrating the importance of the PERMA pillars. Secondly, this literature review
explored the significant impact of media on learning emphasizing how media can shape
social behaviors and attitudes. The third section delved into describing how Disney
movies portray behaviors and attitudes in their films, and how Disney animated feature
films may contribute to shaping perceptions, behaviors, and cultural norms. It highlights
the role of storytelling in promoting both positive and negative beliefs and behaviors.
This literature review section ends emphasizing that movies, when viewed through the
lens of positive psychology, can significantly contribute to enhancing well-being.
Current Research on Well-Being

The advent of the COVID-19 pandemic was an unforeseen global event that
precipitated a collective state of unpreparedness. In response, scientific inquiry surged to

address the ensuing knowledge deficit. Noteworthy among these efforts is a study
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examining the psychological well-being of individuals amidst COVID-19 lockdowns
(Prinzing et al., 2022). This research explored the relationship between trait resilience
and mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic, focusing on the role of positivity
resonance. Researchers conducted surveys between April and May 2020, during the early
phase of the pandemic when stay-at-home orders were prevalent. The study found that
individuals with higher trait resilience reported better mental health outcomes, both
positive and negative. This relationship was mediated by experiences of positivity
resonance, which involves shared positive affect, mutual care, and synchrony during
social interactions. These findings highlight the critical role of high-quality social
connections in maintaining mental health during times of crisis. The study’s results
suggest that the quality of social interactions, marked by positivity resonance, is more
important for mental health than the quantity of interactions. This insight underscores
the potential of positive psychology interventions aimed at enhancing high-quality
social connections to improve mental health.

Further emphasizing the relevance of Seligman’s PERMA model, Clair et al.
(2021) examined the impact of perceived social isolation on psychological well-being
during the pandemic. The authors collected data from 309 adults ages 18 to 84 using a
42-item survey that included a loneliness scale, measures of social isolation, and items
specific to the pandemic and demographics. The study found that social isolation was
prevalent across all age groups, with young adults reporting the highest levels of
isolation. Higher perceived social isolation was associated with poor life satisfaction,

increased work-related stress, lower trust in institutions, and higher substance use as a
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coping mechanism. Additionally, those who felt at higher personal risk for contracting
COVID-19 reported greater perceived social isolation. The findings highlight the
significant negative consequences of perceived social isolation on psychological well-
being. Higher levels of social isolation were linked to lower satisfaction with housing and
work, less connection to the community, and reduced trust in central government and
businesses. The study underscores the importance of addressing perceived social
isolation, particularly among younger adults, to mitigate its adverse effects on mental
health.

Finally, the relevance of relationships and positive emotions played a crucial role
in getting through the pandemic. Esposito et al. (2022) conducted a systematic review on
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on well-being. Utilizing the PRISMA
methodology, the study systematically reviewed 12 of 216 eligible publications, focusing
on factors such as connectedness, resilience, shared action, social action, trust, individual
well-being, and social well-being. The review highlighted that trust in institutions and
others acts as a protective factor during crises, and social actions that foster connections
and support can mitigate psychological distress and isolation. Online communication was
also found to play a crucial role in maintaining social bonds when in-person interactions
were limited. The findings suggested that promoting community-level interactions, both
online and offline, can enhance individual and collective well-being during pandemics.
The study underscored the benefits of social support networks and prosocial behavior.

The results advocate for public health policies and interventions that focus on
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strengthening social ties and community trust to support mental health during and after
the pandemic.

In summary, these studies collectively highlight the critical role of Seligman’s
PERMA model elements in sustaining well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic.
They emphasize the importance of positive relationships, engagement in meaningful
activities, fostering positive emotions, and maintaining a sense of accomplishment and
purpose despite the challenges posed by the pandemic.

The Impact of Movies on Learning

Albert Bandura, a Canadian American psychologist, was instrumental in
demonstrating that children learn through mirroring the behavior of others (Bandura,
2008). Bandura’s (2008) basic model of observational learning theory demonstrates that
learning can occur through a symbolic model, such as real or fictional characters
exhibiting behavior through books, films, television, the internet, and other online media.
This foundational understanding leads research to examine how humans have been
learning from online media sources, television, the internet, books, and film. Bandura’s
observations have been proved in various studies. For example, Mares and Woodard
(2005) conducted a meta-analysis investigating the impact of prosocial media on
prosocial behavior, aggression, and empathic concern. The study provided a
comprehensive understanding of how exposure to prosocial content across various media
formats could influence individuals’ social behaviors and attitudes. The study synthesized
findings from multiple existing research papers to assess the overall effects and identify

potential moderators that may influence these outcomes. Key findings reveal that
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prosocial media content generally promotes prosocial behavior and reduces aggressive
tendencies. Moreover, exposure to such content enhances empathic concern among
individuals. The analysis also identifies several moderators, such as the age and sex of
participants, the type of media, and the cultural context, which can affect the magnitude
of these effects.

Tina Kubrak (2020) explored the impact of films looking for how this mass
communication medium influence the attitudes of young Russians toward elderly people.
The study involved 70 participants, split into undergraduate and postgraduate groups, and
employed a psychosemantic approach with 25 evaluative scales. Results showed that
undergraduate students’ attitudes toward elderly people became more negative after
viewing the film, perceiving them as more passive and less intelligent. In contrast,
postgraduate students’ attitudes improved, viewing elderly people as more purposeful and
cheerful. Significant differences between the groups were linked to individual
characteristics, educational status, and prior experiences with elderly people. However,
most attitude changes were not sustained over time, underscoring the need for further
research into the long-term impact of films on social attitudes. A byproduct of this study
is the realization that prejudicial attitudes and societal biases are learned behaviors.

The studies by Mares and Woodard (2005) and Tina Kubrak (2020) collectively
underscore the significant influence of media on social behaviors and attitudes. Mares
and Woodard’s meta-analysis highlighted that exposure to prosocial media generally
promotes prosocial behavior, reduces aggression, and enhances empathic concern. The

effectiveness of prosocial content is moderated by factors such as age, sex, media type,
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and cultural context, indicating that these variables can significantly impact the extent of
media influence. Conversely, Kubrak’s (2020) study delved into the specific effects of
films on young Russians’ attitudes toward elderly people. The psychosemantic approach
revealed that while undergraduate students developed more negative perceptions,
postgraduate students’ attitudes improved after viewing the film. These divergent
outcomes suggest that individual characteristics, educational status, and previous
interactions with elderly individuals play a crucial role in shaping responses to media
content. However, the study also found that these attitude changes were mostly short-
lived, indicating the complexity and transient nature of media influence on social
attitudes.

Together, these studies emphasize that while media can shape social behaviors
and attitudes, the effects are influenced by various personal and contextual factors. Both
studies underscore the importance of media as a tool for socialization and highlight the
potential for media-based interventions to foster positive social behaviors and attitudes.
Mares and Woodard’s (2005) meta-analysis demonstrated that humans collect social
behavioral cues by watching social interactions portrayed in film or television.
Portraying Behaviors and Attitudes in Movies and Media

The content portrayed in movies and media is relevant in modeling and shaping
behaviors and attitudes. In their systematic review, Noel et al. (2020) explored the
relationship between digital alcohol marketing and alcohol consumption among
adolescents and young adults. They found that active engagement with digital alcohol

marketing—such as clicking on ads, following brands on social media, and sharing
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branded content—is consistently associated with increased alcohol consumption and
binge drinking. The researchers reviewed 25 different studies, including randomized
controlled trials and cohort studies, and noted that while active engagement showed a
clear positive association with alcohol use, the effects of mere exposure without
engagement were inconclusive. The existing evidence suggests that engagement with
digital alcohol marketing significantly increases alcohol consumption among young
people, underscoring the need for proactive regulatory measures to mitigate potential
harm.

In this same line, Alfayad et al. (2021) conducted a comprehensive study
analyzing the prevalence of alcohol, tobacco, and high fat, sugar, and salt food imagery in
original films from Netflix and Amazon Prime Instant Video. The motivation behind this
research stems from growing concerns about the impact of media content on young
people’s behaviors, particularly the potential for increased consumption of these
unhealthy products, which can lead to significant health risks.

The study involved a detailed content analysis of 11 original films released by
each of the two popular video-on-demand services in 2017. Using a 5-minute interval
coding method, the researchers meticulously recorded instances of alcohol, tobacco, and
high fat, sugar, and salt food imagery. Their findings revealed that alcohol imagery
appeared in 41.7% of the intervals coded, tobacco imagery in 26.9%, and high fat, sugar,
and salt food imagery in 35.2%. This high prevalence indicates a substantial exposure of
young audiences to these potentially harmful imageries through video-on-demand

platforms. Although the study did not specifically address viewer perceptions, it raises
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concerns that frequent exposure to such imageries could lead individuals, particularly
adolescents, to perceive these behaviors as normal and safe, rather than recognizing their
associated risks. The authors call for stricter regulatory measures to better protect young
viewers and mitigate the potential normalization of risky behaviors depicted in video-on-
demand content.

The portrayal of certain content, message, or behavior can operate subtly within
the narrative and visual elements of movies, potentially influencing viewers’ attitudes and
behaviors without their conscious awareness. For example, the main focus of Gosselt et
al.’s (2018) research was to explore the portrayal and framing of alcohol in Dutch
movies, specifically comparing those sponsored by alcohol brands to nonsponsored ones.
The framing of alcohol refers to the way alcohol is portrayed and presented in movies,
including the specific messages and context in which alcohol appears. Their study reveals
that alcohol is present in every movie analyzed, with a total of 937 alcohol portrayals.
The portrayals are predominantly positive, with sponsored movies showing more liquor
consumption and nonsponsored movies depicting more champagne consumption.
Sponsored movies often feature alcohol consumption in commercial settings like bars and
restaurants, whereas nonsponsored movies more frequently show alcohol use in private
homes. Additionally, alcohol portrayals in sponsored movies are less integral to the
storyline compared to those in nonsponsored movies.

The authors also examine compliance with European guidelines for alcohol
advertising, finding instances of noncompliance, such as underage drinking, alcohol

consumption linked to social or sexual success, and alcohol used to reduce stress. Despite
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the relatively small differences between sponsored and nonsponsored movies, the study
highlights the potential impact on young viewers due to the positive framing of alcohol.
The authors call for stricter regulations and greater attention to how alcohol is portrayed
in media to mitigate potential adverse effects, emphasizing the importance of framing in
media portrayals and the need for regulatory measures to protect viewers, particularly
adolescents.

The findings from the studies presented in this section collectively emphasize the
significant role that media content plays in shaping behaviors and attitudes, particularly
among young people. Noel et al. (2020) demonstrated a clear positive association
between active engagement with digital alcohol marketing and increased alcohol
consumption among adolescents and young adults. Similarly, Alfayad et al. (2021)
highlighted the high prevalence of alcohol, tobacco, and high fat, sugar, and salt food
imagery in popular video-on-demand content, raising concerns about the normalization of
these behaviors and the potential health risks for young viewers. In line with these
concerns, Gosselt et al. (2018) explored the framing of alcohol in Dutch movies,
revealing that alcohol portrayals are predominantly positive, especially in sponsored
films. The study found that sponsored movies often depict alcohol consumption in
commercial settings and with less plot integration, suggesting a deliberate framing to
enhance brand visibility and normalization of alcohol use.

Portraying Behaviors and Attitudes in Disney Movies
The previous section underscored the powerful influence that media content can

have on shaping behaviors and attitudes, particularly among young people. This section
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delves into analyzing the content of Disney films, particularly its animated feature films.
It is organized in three subsections, the first one describing the Disney company and the
content of their products, the second one highlights some of the major critiques to the
content of its movies, and the last one highlights more positive views and research on its
content including research related to well-being.

Walt Disney Company and Its Products

Disney’s products hold great popularity across ages and cultures. Disney’s
animated films are especially beloved, with children often watching them multiple times.
Parents generally regard Disney as a source of quality family entertainment, reflecting a
widespread adoration and acceptance of the brand (Wasko, 2020). Within popular
culture, Disney is seen as a crucial storyteller, with its films being among the first
narratives young viewers engage with to understand the world. Disney’s cultural
influence is comparable to traditional socialization sources like family and schools,
providing children with specific roles, values, and ideals to aspire to (Giroux, 1994,
2016).

The Walt Disney Company is a controlled brand with global reach. In 2001, the
global Disney audience participants study confirmed that 90% of adults in eighteen
countries responded to Disney films. Disney owns many familiar companies such as
ABC, ESPN, and the History Channel (Wasko et al., 2001). Although the company’s
mission statement claims it creates magic, it primarily operates for profit, benefiting
shareholders and owners (Wasko et al., 2001; Wasko, 2020). Disney is a media

superpower crafting a narrative that promotes fun and happiness while reinforcing the
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idea that good always triumphs over evil, with Disney positioned as the epitome of good
(Wasko et al., 2001).

Therefore, while Disney’s products tend to be acclaimed and praised around the
world, Wasko (2001, 2020) critically examined and deconstructed several widely held
beliefs about the Walt Disney Company and its products. Wasko refuted the notion that
Disney is a unique and altruistic corporation, arguing that it operates like any other profit-
driven enterprise. She points out that Disney utilizes extensive marketing and corporate
strategies to maintain and expand its influence. Additionally, Wasko indicated that
Disney products may not be harmless and unbiased, as they often carry specific
ideological messages and cultural biases.

The Walt Disney Company influences the world and sets cultural trends, but its
actions primarily aim to generate profits rather than altruistic motives (Wasko, 2001,
2020; Wasko et al., 2001). Disney’s primary goal is to profit its shareholders. However, it
is crucial to recognize that Disney is a culturally responsive company reflecting current
societal trends. For instance, it promotes body positivity through diverse characters
(Vendemia & Robinson, 2022) and engages in social issues like Black Lives Matter
through films like Zootopia and Moana (Sybold, 2021). This psychological sophistication
from the Walt Disney Company is a direct response to what consumers have come to
expect (Johansen, 2022). While Disney uses its influence to spread messages, it also
profits from these efforts, ultimately reflecting cultural norms to appeal to the masses
(Sybold, 2021; Wasko, 2001, 2020; Wasko et al., 2001). It is fair to say that the Walt

Disney Company has embraced the idea of being more diverse and inclusive in response
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to cultural shifts, moving away from its conservative roots to align with what is most
profitable in the current market (Macleod, 2021; Wasko, 2020).
Critics to Disney Movies

Several studies explored Disney’s messages in their animated films on various
topics and they reported some negative outcomes. A broad range of studies indicated that
Disney movies reinforce harmful notions by creating oppressive beauty standards (Hefner
et al., 2017; Purdy, 2021 Shannon, 2015); fostering stereotypical gender norms (Towbin
et al., 2004); or presenting negative views of persons with disabilities (Holcomb &
Lathem-Mintus, 2022). Another area of study was depiction of mental illness in Disney
animated feature films. In their 2004 study, Lawson and Fouts delve into the depiction of
mental illness in Disney animated feature films. Their primary aim was to investigate the
frequency and context of references to mental illness and to understand how these
portrayals might influence children’s attitudes and perceptions. The researchers selected
34 full-length Disney films produced between 1937 and 2001, excluding those without a
consistent storyline or primarily educational content. They developed a comprehensive
coding manual to systematically analyze the films, ensuring accuracy and reliability in
their data collection. This manual included detailed variables, operational definitions, and
examples to guide the coding process.

The results of the study were striking. The researchers found that 85% of the films
contained verbal references to mental illness, with an average of 4.6 references per film.
These references were often used to denigrate and marginalize characters. For instance,

approximately 21% of the principal characters were labeled as mentally ill, including
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notable examples like Maurice in Beauty and the Beast, Jafar in Aladdin, and Mrs. Jumbo
in Dumbo. The most common terms used were crazy, mad, and nutty, typically to imply
that these characters were inferior or different in a negative way. The study highlighted
how such portrayals could teach children to associate mental illness with negative
characteristics, fostering prejudicial attitudes and behaviors. For example, in Beauty and
the Beast, Maurice is frequently referred to as crazy, which culminates in a scene where
he is almost taken away in a lunacy wagon. Such scenes can instill fear and mistrust in
children, making them wary of individuals with mental illness.

Lawson and Fouts’ (2004) discussion points out that the prevalence of mental
illness references in Disney films is significantly higher than in British children’s TV
programs, where only 46% of the shows contained such references. This suggests that
children watching Disney films are exposed to a greater incidence of mental illness
portrayals than they might encounter in real life. The study emphasizes that the negative
portrayal of mentally ill characters as objects of derision, fear, or amusement can
reinforce harmful stereotypes and contribute to the stigmatization of mental illness. The
researchers highlight the role of modeling and reinforcement in children’s socialization,
noting that consistent negative depictions can teach children to adopt similar attitudes and
behaviors towards those with mental illness.

Deep and Positive Content in Disney Movies

Another group of studies focused on analyzing how Disney movies convey

positive messages and address complex topics in an encouraging and accessible manner.

For example, Brother Bear, released in 2003 (Blaise & Walker, 2003), and Big Hero 6 in
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2014 (Hall & Williams, 2014) both tackled the profound topic of death and explored the

journey of growing from a boy to a man without a male role model (Aleksandersen,
2022). These animated feature films modeled grief in a way that was accessible to both
children and adults through storytelling and film. They demonstrated that stories have an
almost magical way of putting viewers at ease, allowing topics one might not consider
appropriate for children to be processed at the psychological maturity level of the
individual because they were revealed in a harmless cartoon (Aleksandersen, 2022).

Despite the perception that Disney animated feature films are fun and
lighthearted, their animated feature films frequently deal with real topics such as death
and coping mechanisms (Graham et al., 2018). Graham et al. (2018) performed a content
analysis of 10 full-length Disney classic animated films from 1937-2003, produced by the
Walt Disney Company and Pixar (also owned by Disney Company), to determine how
the 23 death scenes affected children’s understanding of death and how to cope with the
loss of a loved one. They concluded that Disney is evolving and positively impacting
children’s understanding of these topics, compared to Disney classic animated films such
as Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (Graham et al., 2018; Johansen, 2022). Newer films
like Up, Inside Out, and Coco take it even further, emphasizing how grief is
individualized and perceived differently in various cultures (Johansen, 2022).

Holdier (2021) examines how Disney’s animated films, despite their commercial
nature, manage to communicate significant moral and existential truths through their
narratives. The study uses Sgren Kierkegaard’s existential stages—the aesthetic, the

ethical, and the religious—to analyze the protagonists of Frozen, Moana, and Tangled.
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Holdier posits that these films communicate profound moral truths by sublimating
religious themes into family-oriented narratives. For example, Elsa in Frozen embodies
the aesthetic individual. Initially plagued by self-doubt and fear due to her magical
abilities and overbearing parental expectations, she gradually accepts herself. Her journey
highlights the aesthetic stage where personal desires dominate, leading to isolation until
she prioritizes familial love and responsibility.

Moana represents the ethical or tragic hero. She sacrifices her safety for her
community, driven by her duty to her family and kingdom. Her devotion and courage
illustrate the ethical stage, where universal principles guide actions, even at personal cost.
And Rapunzel in Tangled portrays the knight of faith. Her story involves a leap of faith
that transcends ethical norms, symbolizing the religious stage. By trusting in an absurd
hope beyond reason, Rapunzel reunites with her true parents and attains a profound
relationship with the divine-like figures in her life. Holdier concluded that Disney films,
through these characters and narratives, offer a modern, secular approach to
Kierkegaardian themes, effectively teaching moral and existential lessons to
contemporary audiences.

The final study discussed in this section explore whether Disney animated movies
can inspire children to help others immediately after exposure (de Leeuw & van der
Laan, 2018). They conducted an experiment which involved 113 Dutch children who
were exposed to either a Disney clip featuring helping behavior or a clip without such
behavior. After viewing, the children’s helping behavior was assessed during a puzzle

challenge. The findings indicated that children who watched the helping Disney character
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were more likely to help their friends than those who did not, demonstrating a short-term
effect of prosocial media content on children’s behavior.

The results showed that children in the experimental condition were significantly
more likely to help their friends and spend more time doing so compared to those in the
control condition. This effect was observed even after controlling for variables such as
sex, age, initial prosocial behavior, prior exposure to Disney movies, and appreciation of
the clip. The study concludes that Disney movies can inspire short-term prosocial
behavior in children, though the effects of prior exposure to Disney movies were not
significant.

In conclusion, the studies presented in this section illustrate the significant impact
Disney animated movies can have on children’s understanding of complex topics, moral
development, and prosocial behavior. By addressing profound themes such as death,
grief, and personal growth through engaging and accessible narratives, Disney films
provide valuable lessons that resonate with both children and adults. The research
demonstrates that Disney movies can inspire immediate prosocial behavior and offer
moral and existential guidance by embedding deeper messages within their stories.
Despite their perceived lightheartedness, Disney animated features play a crucial role in
shaping children’s social and emotional development, highlighting their potential as
powerful tools for education and positive influence.

Movies Analyzed for Positive Psychological Content
The final section of the literature review highlights that movies viewed through

the lens of positive psychology can also play a significant role in enhancing well-being.
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Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model has been widely utilized in various contexts to assess
well-being within educational settings. Research on positive education extends beyond
just formal teaching environments. Studies have examined how films can be used as
character strength-based interventions in positive psychology, highlighting how movies
can convey powerful psychological and cultural messages. Movies, as authentic teaching
tools, are particularly suitable for today’s visually oriented world. They can significantly
influence viewers’ perceptions and awareness of different cultures, providing a medium
to explore the benefits of positive psychology (Popa et al., 2021).

For example, Popa et al. (2021) investigated how films can enhance intercultural
competence and well-being among students. This research emphasized that training
students in intercultural tolerance and competence can boost their employability and
ability to work in multinational teams. The study involved 236 university students from
Brunei and Romania, using an experimental design with pretest and posttest measures.
The intervention included watching two films, Eat Pray Love and Hotel Transylvania 2,
followed by group discussions. Researchers measured students’ well-being using the
PERMA-Profiler and their intercultural competence with the cultural intelligence scale
and intercultural competence inventory. Results indicated an increase in students’
openness to other cultures and improvements in some dimensions of well-being. Notably,
there were statistically significant correlations between the cognitive and metacognitive
CQ subscales and all PERMA elements. Romanian students reported higher levels of
intercultural competence development, while Bruneian students exhibited higher overall

well-being.
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The findings confirm that films can effectively develop intercultural competence
and enhance well-being. Participants reported increased levels of engagement, positive
emotions, and cultural awareness after the intervention. The group discussions facilitated
reflection and fostered a deeper understanding of different cultural contexts, leading to
greater openness and empathy. This research contributes to the field of positive
psychology by demonstrating the impact of cinematic storytelling on intercultural
education and student well-being. It suggests that integrating movies into educational
contexts can promote cultural intelligence and intercultural sensitivity, offering a
valuable approach to fostering global competencies in students.

Exploring well-being in both children and adults remains crucial in the field, as
higher well-being is linked to improved overall quality of life. Individuals with high
levels of well-being typically experience better physical and mental health, form more
positive relationships, exhibit greater creativity, and pursue personal growth (Diener et
al., 2017; Huppert, 2013; Seligman, 2021). Further research into how media can promote
behaviors associated with well-being has been suggested (de Leeuw & Buijzen, 2016).
Audiences of animated feature films often become deeply engaged and may imitate the
characters’ actions and beliefs in real life (Bandura, 2008; Holdier, 2021). Conducting a
qualitative content analysis of how well-being is depicted in Disney movies could
provide valuable insights into the role of media content in enhancing overall well-being.

Summary
This chapter described the literature review and theoretical framework related to

this qualitative study. This study aimed at identifying well-being in Disney animated
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feature films through the lens of Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model. The study explored

how elements of well-being—positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning,
and accomplishments—are depicted in these films. Previous research has predominantly
focused on the negative content in Disney movies, such as stereotypical romantic
relationships, aggression, and oppressive beauty standards. However, recent studies have
started to highlight how Disney movies can promote positive messages and prosocial
behaviors.

The chapter began by outlining the search strategy used to gather relevant
literature, emphasizing works published between 2020-2024, alongside seminal works on
well-being and Disney films. The primary sources included psychology databases,
leading to the discovery of various studies that, while not directly related to well-being
and Disney, provided insights into the psychological implications of Disney films. The
chapter discusses the theoretical framework based on Seligman’s well-being theory,
which defines well-being through the pursuit and attainment of the PERMA elements.
The review covered the historical development of well-being theory and its relevance in
understanding human flourishing.

In examining the influence of movies and media on behavior, the chapter
highlighted Bandura’s observational learning theory, which demonstrates that
individuals, especially children, learn behaviors through symbolic models like film
characters. Studies such as those by Mares and Woodard (2005) and Kubrak (2020)
underscored the impact of media on social behaviors and attitudes. The chapter also

reviewed the portrayal of behaviors and attitudes in Disney movies, noting both the
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criticisms and the potential positive impacts of these films. It concluded by asserting the
significant role that movies, viewed through the lens of positive psychology, can play in
enhancing well-being, supporting the integration of films into educational and
psychological interventions to promote positive behaviors and cultural awareness. The
next chapter provides a description of the methodology that was used to address the goal

of this study.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

Introduction

The purpose of this basic qualitative analysis was to explore how well-being is
portrayed in Disney animated feature films between 2013 and 2023. Latent content
analysis was used to analyze the data from the selected movies (Bengtsson, 2006; Hsieh
& Shannon, 2005). Well-being is the phenomenon of this study, and Seligman’s (2011)
definition of well-being was used as the theoretical basis for this study. A qualitative
latent content analysis of Disney animated feature films was expected to identify
elements of well-being as portrayed in the movie characters and narratives. There has
been scant attention to explore how Disney movies portray positive behaviors such as
those identified as well-being. Research on well-being is related to better health outcomes
and positive relationships (Diener et al., 2017; Huppert, 2013; Seligman, 2021).

In this chapter, I outline the methodology used and explain why the basic
qualitative design was selected to address the study’s goals. I also include an overview of
how data for this study were selected and the criteria for selection. Finally, in Chapter 3, I
address how ethical concerns were approached, as well as how data was collected and
preserved. Each step is examined for the quality of the process and the ease of
duplication. Furthermore, the process for selecting each component of this study is
further examined to provide additional insight and depth to the overall results.

Research Design and Rationale
The following research question guided this study: How is well-being portrayed

in major animated feature films released between 2013 and 2023? Well-being is the
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phenomenon of this study, and Seligman’s (2011) definition of well-being was used as
the theoretical basis for this study. According to Seligman, well-being consists of the
pursuing and attainment of one or more of the following five elements: positive emotion,
engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. A basic qualitative research
methodology was used to examine the portrayal of well-being in major Disney animated
feature films (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The basic qualitative approach is used to
discover and understand a phenomenon and the perspectives and worldviews of the
people involved (Caelli et al., 2003; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Percy et al., 2015).
Grounded theory is a methodology within qualitative study that attempts to
develop a theory or theoretical model (Charmaz, 2006). At first glance, grounded theory
appeared to be an excellent match for this study; however, this was not the goal of this
study. This study was not an attempt to develop a theory but instead used a specific
theory of well-being as the lens to explore the content of the movies. In contrast, the
phenomenological approach is typically used in qualitative research to understand and
describe the lived experiences of individuals regarding a particular phenomenon.
Phenomenology is best suited for research questions that aim to explore how people
perceive and make sense of their experiences; interviews are the most common format for
collecting data (Smith et al., 2022). Phenomenology was not a good fit for this study
because interviews could not be used, and the focus was not on people’s perceptions of
events or phenomena. Because I used secondary data in this study, it was best to use a
basic qualitative study. This approach allowed for the phenomenon to be considered

within the context of the content, film, or movie, and within the multiple actions
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completed by the characters. Thus, a basic research design allowed for an exploration of
the content of the selected movies, which was used as the data for this study.
Role of the Researcher

As the sole researcher in this basic qualitative study, I designed this study and I
located and screened the potential films that constitute the data for this study. The main
tool for data collection consisted of 10 selected animated feature films. After each
viewing, I analyzed the information on a password-protected computer, and I kept all my
notes and analysis in a locked and encrypted drive. While I am passionate about finding
well-being in the world at large, I have no personal or professional connections with the
Walt Disney Company. I did initially reside in Orlando, Florida, and heard the political
moves being made by the company through individuals who work at the company, but it
was hearsay and gossip only. My former spouse was a cast member for a year in 2016 but
other than that, I have no connections that ethically imposed on my role as a researcher.

Methodology

Participant Selection Logic

10 major grossing animated feature films by Disney, Disney Animation Studios,
Pixar, or Walt Disney Studios released during 2013-2023 were selected for this research.
Using the IMDb top animated film list, 10 films were chosen for study based on
production company, box office, and global release, which further narrowed the list
(Amazon, INC, 1998). The production companies were owned by Disney, including
Disney Animation Studios, Pixar, and Walt Disney Studios. The box office criteria, over

50 million globally as of today, ensured the films were popular, as did the IMDb score
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which was added to the study. Global release ensured the film had worldwide access.
Additionally, only films in English were examined. I sourced online transcripts of the
movies, and I used both the visual aspects of the movies and the transcript narratives to
conduct the analysis, which was based on Hsieh and Shannon (2005)’s guidelines. The
sample size of 10 was determined based on previous content analysis of films done over
the last 5 years. The analysis reached saturation with this number of films and
information. Saturation, in a qualitative study, refers to the amount of data collection
where no further insights can be identified, no new issues are revealed, and to collect
more data would just be redundant (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).
Procedures for Recruitment and Data Collection

There were no participants in this study and the content of the movies is public.
As a result, there were no procedures for recruitment or specific procedures to protect
privacy or personal data. Every coded document, notes, or observation was stored on my
personal computer, which is password protected. Backups of data were stored in the
cloud and a personal backup drive to ensure they were not corrupted or lost. I watched
each film until saturation of data was reached. The number of viewings for each film was
documented and recorded. As I learned from the data collected, I recorded in the personal
journal and main dissertation document, potentially requiring fewer viewings of each
individual film as patterns were identified overall and saturation of topic was reached.
Data Analysis Plan

Disney visual movies and their transcripts as described in the previous section

were used. Latent content analysis was used to analyze the data from the selected movies.
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Latent content analysis occurs when existing theory about a phenomenon is used as part
of the analysis to guide the coding (Bengtsson, 2006; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In the
context of this study, the basic qualitative methodology and latent content analysis
allowed me to investigate the expressions, words, narratives, and actions of the main
characters in the selected Disney films to discover how well-being and PERMA
dimensions were represented and modeled. At this point in the development of this
project, the sample size of 10 movies was determined by gathering information of sample
size in recent studies of films that used qualitative content analysis and on principles of
sampling in latent content analysis (Alfayad et al., 2022; Bengtsson, 2016; Bhatia et al.,
2023; Cole et al., 2021; El-Khoury et al., 2019; Gosselt et al., 2018; Graham et al., 2018;
Hefner 2017; Jozkowski et al., 2019; Kurby & Zacks, 2022; Macleod, 2021).

There are multiple ways to collect data in a content analysis; three such methods
are conventional, directed, or summative (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). To conduct a
conventional analysis, the text is read, reread, and highlighted and the highlights are then
grouped and coded into themes and patterns, whereas a direct analysis starts with a theory
in mind to direct the process of grouping and coding (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
Summative is a counting and comparing method that also comes after reading, rereading,
and highlighting (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Thus, the Disney films were watched with the
transcripts to first ensure they were properly time stamped, the character speaking has
been identified, and there were no script errors. The films were then watched again to

gather notes on the overarching themes of each movie and to obtain an overall feel for the
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film. Prior to this research, I had set aside the selected films and had not viewed them in
over 3 years, if ever, and stayed away from reviews of said films in order to reduce bias.

In the next pass of each film, the third pass, I highlighted themes and patterns that
express PERMA. This made my process a direct approach to analysis (Hsieh & Shannon,
2005). A codebook was built based on the theme of PERMA and the highlighted text,
utilizing the PERMA profiler (Bailey et al., 2017; Bengtsson, 2016; Butler & Kern,
2016). This allows the film to inform the researcher and is an attempt to reduce overall
researcher bias, building trustworthiness. Lastly, after the film was watched repeatedly
and the number of times recorded, I collected the data from all 10 films and used the
summative analysis to put the data into large chunks of identified data, comparing and
contrasting all the films together (Bengtsson, 2016; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This data
can be displayed in tables or graphs for ease of visual identification for readers and future
researchers reviewing the data.

Issues of Trustworthiness

Qualitative research requires a level of research that is conducted in a valid,
reliable, and ethical manner that allows for credibility and transferability (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015). Merriam and Tisdell (2015) explained that this process of trustworthiness
is built into the foundation of the study by designing the study mindfully using the
accepted standards set by the scientific community, activities such as those that
contribute to overall credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Each
of these aforementioned activities built strong trustworthiness, which is a vital layer of

scientific study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).



52
Credibility

Credibility refers to the congruency of the findings with describing reality
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). To ensure credibility in my study I
used prolonged engagement, negative case analysis, and debriefing (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Prolonged engagement relates to spending enough time in the field and gaining an
understanding of the phenomenon in its context. I revised instances of negative case
analysis. Negative case analysis refers to taking special consideration and treatment of
disconfirming or negative information. I revised information that does not fit the trending
patterns and sought to understand why they did not fit. Disconfirming evidence was
reported and included in the analysis. I utilized peer debriefing and consulted with chair
and committee members across all moments of data collection and analysis, and I
discussed my reactions and issues related to processing each step of data collection and
analysis. This aided in providing another perspective on reviewing my own procedures.
Credibility enhances any study by assuring readers that the findings accurately describe
reality (Stadtlander, 2015).

Transferability

Transferability is the qualitative equivalent of external validation performed in a
quantitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Transferability refers to how well the
results of a study can be generalized or applied to other similar contexts (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). To enhance the transferability of this study, I employed thick detailed
descriptions of content and circumstances. Providing rich descriptions established the

context and relevance of the data, enabling other researchers or users to apply the results
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to similar contexts or situations. This study included extensive descriptions of the natural
setting, analytic memos, and relevant documents. Additionally, I worked carefully to
identify, code, analyze, and document emerging trends and results. By using thick, rich
descriptions, including quotations of movie segments, I aimed to enable readers to
evaluate the applicability and transferability of the results.
Dependability

Ensuring consistency, stability, and transparency is essential to guarantee that
repeating the study under identical conditions, with the same participants and methods,
yields comparable results (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Stadtlander, 2018). Dependability
relates to the reliability and consistency of research methodologies. To ensure
dependability in my study, I outlined the study’s planning, detailed the data collection
process, and reflected on the overall research methodology. Implementing an audit trail
enhanced the rigor of the qualitative study by allowing readers to follow the research path
through documented decisions and procedures (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). My audit trail
included field notes, reflexive journaling, and detailed data analysis procedure, enabling
me to thoroughly track my research processes.
Confirmability

Confirmability is comparable to objectivity in quantitative research (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Confirmability is achieved by showing that the study’s findings are derived
from the data itself rather than the researcher’s personal biases and interpretations. In my
study, I used reflexivity to establish confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I maintained

a private reflexive journal and used memos to document decisions, changes, and
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directions throughout the research process. This reflexive journal captured my thoughts,
reactions, and biases, which I then discussed with a member of my dissertation
committee. This process helped me identify and mitigate my own biases and preferences.
Additionally, I provided detailed documentation of any changes in the methodology, data
collection, and analysis, ensuring that this documentation is consistently reviewed. I was
also responsible for describing any changes in the research setting and their potential
impact on the study’s approach.
Ethical Procedures

The ethical concerns of this study were minimal as it involved a content analysis
of archival data rather than physical participants. The content of this study consisted of
Disney animated feature films. All 10 selected films were deemed suitable for all
audiences by the Motion Picture Association, established in 1968 to better inform parents
about film content (Motion Picture Association, 1968). The Classification and Rating
Administration, a board of parents created by the Motion Picture Association, determines
the film ratings (Motion Picture Association, 1968). The 10 selected Disney animated
feature films are rated G or PG, meaning suitable for general audiences or suggesting
parental guidance, indicating that Classification and Rating Administration has identified
content or visuals that parents of young children might find objectionable (Motion Picture
Association, 1968). This rating system was designed to inform audiences before viewing
and respects the authority of parents over their children. Data collected and analyzed

were password-protected and stored in the cloud, in my computer’s hard drive, and in an
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external password-protected hard drive. All data will be destroyed 5 years after
publication, as set out in American Psychological Association guidelines (APA, 2017).
Summary

This chapter defined and explored the methodology that was used to respond to
the research question. The purpose of this qualitative analysis was to explore the
portrayal of well-being in Disney animated feature films released between 2013 and
2023. Using latent content analysis, the study examined the characters and narratives of
these films to identify elements of well-being based on Seligman’s (2011) definition,
which includes positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and
accomplishment. This research addresses a gap in understanding how Disney movies
depict positive behaviors related to well-being, which is known to be associated with
better health outcomes and positive relationships. The methodology section outlined the
research design, including the selection criteria for the films, ethical considerations, and
data collection and preservation methods, ensuring the study’s quality and
reproducibility.

To ensure trustworthiness in the study, several strategies were employed,
including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was
enhanced through prolonged engagement, negative case analysis, and peer debriefing.
Transferability was supported by providing thick, detailed descriptions of the content and
context, allowing other researchers to apply the findings to similar situations.
Dependability was ensured by thoroughly documenting the research process, including

the use of an audit trail. Confirmability was established through reflexivity, with the
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researcher maintaining a reflexive journal and consulting with a dissertation committee
member to minimize biases. Ethical concerns were minimal since the study involves
publicly available films, and all data was securely stored and destroyed five years after
publication in accordance with APA guidelines. Chapter 4 presents the results of this

study.
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Chapter 4: Results

Introduction

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the portrayals of well-being
in Disney animated feature films released between 2013 and 2023. The research question
was: How is well-being portrayed in major animated feature films released between 2013
and 2023? Research on how Disney movies promote positive messages and prosocial
behaviors remains limited (de Leeuw & van der Laan, 2018; Graham et al., 2018; Padilla-
Walker et al., 2013). However, Disney’s storytelling strategies are widely recognized for
their effectiveness in conveying moral lessons and evoking emotions (Holdier, 2021;
Johansen, 2022). Analyzing the narrative structures and character development in Disney
films can provide valuable insights into how storytelling fosters well-being in various
media forms. Such insights can also guide scriptwriters in portraying well-being through
their characters.

The results of this study can validate or conceptually extend Seligman’s (2011)
PERMA theory, contributing to its refinement in the field of psychology. By focusing on
well-being—a subject linked to better health outcomes and positive relationships (Diener
et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011)—this study represents the positive side of research. In this
chapter, I discuss the data used in this study and describe the analysis process, along with
evidence supporting the study’s trustworthiness. Finally, the results of the study are

presented.
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Data Collection

The data used for this study were open-source material available from Disney+
Streaming services. The Internet Movie Database, (IMDDb), was used to identify when
films were produced, by who, and how much they made in the box office. Additionally,
IMDb was used to determine global release of the films. These data were confirmed with
the metadata listed in the credits of each film, located on the streaming platform Disney+.
The sample size of 10 movies was determined by the principles of sampling in latent
content analysis and gathering information of sample size in recent studies of films that
used qualitative content analysis (e.g., Alfayad et al., 2022; Bengtsson, 2016; Bhatia et
al., 2023; Cole et al., 2021; El-Khoury et al., 2019; Gosselt et al., 2018; Graham et al.,
2018; Hefner 2017; Jozkowski et al., 2019; Kurby & Zacks, 2022; Macleod, 2021). The
transcripts for each film were found at various sites and are included in the references list
and cited in Table 1. The 10 selected films are: Frozen 2 (Buck & Lee, 2020),
Incredibles 2 (Bird & Brad 2018), Frozen (Buck & Lee, 2013), Zootopia (Moore et al.,
2016), Finding Dory (Stanton & MacLane, 2016), Toy Story 4 (Hanks et al., 2019),
Inside Out (Docter & Del Carmen, 2015), Coco (Unkrich, 2017), Big Hero 6 (Hall &
Williams, 2014), and Moana (Clements et al., 2016). Table 1 presents the 10 films
selected based on gross box office released during 2013-2023 (Walt Disney Animation
Studios, n.d.; IMDb, n.d.; The Numbers, n.d.).
Table 1

Top 10 Grossing Disney Animated Feature Films 2013-2023

Title Year Gross box Studio IMDb Film script, screenplay,
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office listing or transcript
Frozen 2 201  $1.45 Walt Disney Pictures IMDb, Bunniefuu, 2020
9 billion Walt Disney Animation 2019
Studios
Incredibles 201  $1.2 billion ~Walt Disney Pictures IMDb, Fandom, n.d.
2 8 Pixar Animation Studios 2018
Frozen 201  $1 billion Walt Disney Pictures IMDb, Lee, n.d.
3 Walt Disney Animation 2013
Studios
Zootopia 201  $1 billion Walt Disney Pictures IMDb, Bush & Johnston, n.d.a,
6 Walt Disney Studios 2016¢ n.d.b
Motion Pictures
Finding 201  $1 billion Walt Disney Pictures IMDb, Fandom, n.d.a
Dory 6 Walt Disney Studios 2016a
Motion Pictures
Toy Story4 201  $1 billion Walt Disney Studios IMDb, Stanton & Folsom, n.d.
9 Motion Pictures 2019
Pixar Animation Studios
Inside Out 201  $858 Walt Disney Studios IMDb, Docter et al., n.d.
5 million Sony Pictures 2015
Walt Disney Studios
Motion Pictures
Coco 201  $807 Walt Disney Pictures IMDb, Molina & Aldrich,
7 million Pixar Animation Studios 2017 n.d.a, n.d.b
BigHero6 201  $657 Walt Disney Studios IMDb, Roberts, n.d.
4 million Motion Pictures 2014
Moana 201  $645 Walt Disney Studios IMDb, Clements, n.d.
4 million Motion Pictures 2016b

The 10 films listed in Table 1 were then viewed to verify the accuracy of the

collected transcripts. Adjustments and corrections were made to ensure the transcripts

accurately reflected the films. Each line of the script was then entered into a table to

facilitate coding. A coding key, based on the PERMA profiler codebook (Butler & Kern,

2016), was developed and included in the table. This table was created solely to support
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ease of coding and organization for visual clarity. During the initial viewing, it became
evident that the songs in the films should be treated as dialogue and that dividing the
films into scenes would further support the coding process. As a result, the second
screening involved adding the song lyrics to the tables and organizing the content by
scene. Although the addition of lyrics and scene divisions was not detailed in Chapter 3,
this step remains aligned with the original plan outlined there.

The coding was developed based on the PERMA themes and the highlighted
portions of the transcripts that emerged during initial analysis (Bailey et al., 2017;
Bengtsson, 2016). This approach allowed the films to inform me and served as an effort
to reduce overall bias, thereby enhancing trustworthiness. During the third viewing,
PERMA-related details were added to the tables, and a specific motion was observed and
further documented. Although this was not anticipated in Chapter 3, I included it as it
emerged organically from the films. Additional viewings were conducted to ensure
continued accuracy and to achieve full data saturation. These subsequent viewings
focused on identifying nonverbal details in the action and confirming the codes I had
established during the first, second, and third passes. I observed during these viewings
that there is a notable difference between the story format and real-life reactions. I further
explored and documented this distinction in the tables. New table columns were added as
new information was coded and recorded.

Data Collection
The data used for this study consisted of open-source material available through

Disney+ streaming services. 10 animated feature films were selected. Listed in order of
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global box office revenue, Frozen 2 ranks highest, having earned $1.45 billion worldwide
(Buck & Lee, 2020). This section provides a description of each selected film, including
a summary of the plot and main characters.
Frozen 2 (2020)

The main plot of Frozen 2 follows two royal sisters, Queen Elsa and Princess
Anna, as they search for the origins of Elsa’s magical powers by journeying to an
enchanted forest, guided by a mysterious song their mother used to sing to them (Buck &
Lee, 2020). The main characters are:

Elsa: The eldest daughter who becomes queen

Anna: The younger sister who falls in love with Kristoff

Olaf: A magical snowman created by Elsa during childhood

Kristoff: An ice harvester who supports Elsa and Anna on their journey

Sven: Kristoff’s loyal reindeer companion
The Incredibles 2 (2018)

Movie number two is The Incredibles 2 (Bird, 2018). Following the original film,
Bob, Helen, Violet, Dash, and Jack-Jack Parr are part of a superhero family who become
entangled with a cyber villain seeking revenge for her parents’ death by attempting to
eliminate all superheroes. The main characters are:

Bob Parr: Also known as Mr. Incredible, who takes on the role of primary

caregiver this time

Helen Parr: Also known as Elastigirl, the central hero of the film

Violet: Their teenage daughter, who is navigating adolescence and first love
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Dash: Their preteen son, balancing his superpowers with school life

Jack-Jack: The baby of the family, who begins to discover his superpowers

Winston Deavor: A telecommunications mogul and the brother of the villain

Evelyn Deavor: Also known as Screenslaver, the film’s antagonist
Frozen (2013)

The third highest-grossing global film, earning $1 billion, is Frozen (Buck & Lee,
2013). The main plot of Frozen tells the story of two princesses—Elsa, the eldest, and
Anna, the youngest—who are orphaned and discover that Elsa has magical powers (Buck
& Lee, 2013). They must learn to work together to save their kingdom from being cursed
with eternal winter. The main characters are:

Elsa: The eldest daughter who becomes queen

Anna: The youngest daughter who falls in love with Kristoff

Olaf: A magical snowman created by Elsa during childhood

Kristoff: An ice harvester who comes to Elsa’s aid

Sven: Kristoff’s loyal reindeer companion
Zootopia (2016)

Zootopia is film number four (Moore et al., 2016). The main plot of Zootopia
follows Judy Hopps, a rabbit who becomes the first of her species to join the police force.
While facing discrimination due to her species, she becomes involved in a city-wide
mystery involving missing animals and teams up with a hustler, the fox Nick Wilde. The
main characters are:

Judy Hopps: A rabbit who becomes a police officer
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Nick Wilde: A fox who works as a hustler

Bellwether: The assistant mayor, a sheep who is revealed to be the villain

Chief Bogo: The chief of police, a water buffalo
Finding Dory (2016)

Finding Dory is film number five (Stanton & McLane, 2016). The main plot of
Finding Dory follows Dory, a fish with no long-term memory, who is trying to find her
way back home to her family—though she doesn’t remember who they are or where they
are. The main characters are:

Dory: The heroine who has no long-term memory

Marlin: A clownfish who is Nemo’s father and Dory’s friend

Destiny: A whale shark and Dory’s best friend

Bailey: A beluga whale with sonar issues

Hank: A helpful octopus
Toy Story 4 (2019)

Toy Story 4 is film number six in this study (Hanks et al., 2019). The main plot
continues the story established in the three previous Toy Story films (Hanks et al., 2019).
Woody, the main character and a toy, is grappling with how to move forward in life. His
circumstances have changed, and he comes to realize that he has changed as well. Those
around him also experience growth as Woody steps into his new identity. The main
characters are:

Bo Peep: A central character, Woody’s love interest, and a toy

Buzz Lightyear: A central character and a toy
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Forky: A new toy made from a spork, created by Bonnie

Woody: The main character, a cowboy toy who has a crush on Bo Peep

Duke Caboom: A daredevil motorcycle rider and toy

Gabby Gabby: The villain, a classic baby doll

Bonnie Anderson: The child who now owns the toys

Jessie: A cowgirl toy

Hamm: A piggy bank toy

Slinky Dog: A wiener dog toy

Mr. Potato Head: A classic puzzle toy
Inside Out (2015)

Inside Out is film number seven (Docter & Del Carmen, 2015). It follows the
story of Riely as she moves from a home she loves into a world she doesn’t understand.
We follow along insider her head and the main characters are her emotions that normally
we would not see. The main characters are:

Joy: Lead Character a cartoon that represents the emotion, Joy

Disgust: A character that represents disgust

Riley: The daughter who is feeling the emotions

Sadness: A character that represents sadness

Anger: A character that represents anger

Bing Bong: Riley’s make-believe childhood friend

Mr. Anderson: Riley’s dad

Jangles: A scary clown
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Coco (2017)

Coco is film number eight on the data list (Unkrich, 2017). The film features a
young man named Miguel who dreams of becoming a famous musician like his idol,
Ernesto de la Cruz. However, his family has a generational ban on music that he doesn’t
understand, so he runs away—only to end up in a cursed state in the Land of the Dead,
where he meets a ghost named Hector who needs his help and understands his struggles.
The main characters are:

Mama Coco: The oldest living family member, the last to remember living a life

filled with music, and Hector’s daughter—although she no longer remembers that

due to age

Miguel: The young hero

Ernesto de la Cruz: The famous musician and the movie’s villain

Hector: The misunderstood and needy ghost

Mama Imelda: Miguel’s great-great-grandmother, the matriarch of the family and

a ghost
Big Hero 6 (2014)

Orphan brothers Tadashi and Hiro living in San Fransokyo meet with tragedy
when Tadashi dies (Hall & Williams, 2014). Hiro picks up his brother’s robotics
experiment, Baymax, meant to help people to get answers that can help him understand
the world he now lives in, only to get sucked into an adventure that requires him to grow
up. The main characters are:

Tadashi Hamada: Hiro’s big brother and idol who created Baymax



66

Hiro Hamada: A smarty-pants kid with no direction in life

Baymax: A robot created to help people in need

Cass Hamada: Tadashi and Hiro’s aunt

GoGo Tomago: A school friend

Honey Lemon: A school friend

Fred: A school friend

Robert Callaghan: A professor

Wasabi: A school friend

Alistair Krei: The movie’s villain
Moana (2016)

Moana is the final film in the data set and features a young island woman who
sets out to fulfill the work of the gods and save her island (Clements et al., 2016). To
accomplish this, she must venture beyond the coral reef—a forbidden act according to her
father, Chief Tui—and seek out the demigod Maui. The main characters in the film
include:

Moana: A young island girl and daughter of the chief

Tamatoa: A villainous, treasure-hoarding crab who lives beneath the sea

Gramma Tala: The chief’s mother and Moana’s spiritual guide

Chief Tui: Moana’s father and caretaker of the island

Maui: A demigod with a generous heart but often foolish actions
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Data Analysis

Disney animated films and their transcripts, as described in the previous section,
were used as the data for this study. Content analysis was employed to examine the data
from the selected films (Bengtsson, 2006; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Content analysis is
appropriate when existing theory about a phenomenon is used to guide the coding
process. In the context of this study, the basic qualitative methodology and content
analysis enabled an investigation of the expressions, words, narratives, and actions of the
main characters in the selected Disney films to explore how well-being and the PERMA
dimensions were represented and modeled. The transcripts were organized into tables,
line by line, character by character, and separated by scenes to facilitate data
management. A codebook was developed based on the PERMA Profiler (2016), which
served as a key to represent the PERMA dimensions (Bailey et al., 2017; Bengtsson,
2016; Butler & Kern, 2016).

There are multiple approaches to analyzing data using content analysis; three
common methods are conventional, directed, and summative (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
In conventional content analysis, the text is read, reread, and highlighted, with the
highlights subsequently grouped and coded into themes and patterns. In contrast, directed
content analysis begins with an existing theory to guide the process of grouping and
coding (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Summative content analysis involves counting and
comparing elements, following the initial steps of reading, rereading, and highlighting
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). For this study, a directed content analysis was employed.

Accordingly, each Disney film was viewed alongside its transcript to verify accurate time
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stamps, ensure that speakers were correctly identified, and check for script errors. At this
stage, the transcripts were organized into tables. This stage, referred to as the first pass,
involved multiple viewings of each film, with frequent pauses to correct and align the
transcripts with the scripts used for analysis. The goal was to achieve an exact match with
NO errors.

I then viewed the films again, this time with the PERMA codebook key added as
columns alongside each line of the script (Bailey et al., 2017; Bengtsson, 2016; Butler &
Kern, 2016). The PERMA key allowed me to quickly assess whether each line or scene
reflected elements of PERMA and to identify which specific pillars were being
demonstrated. I also recorded additional notes in the tables, line by line and scene by
scene, describing how each PERMA pillar was expressed. During this pass, I realized—
around the fourth film—that an additional column for journaled notes was necessary to
better track my potential biases. This step also helped me document overarching themes
and reflections on each film as a whole.

The next and final analytical phase—referred to as the third pass, though in most
cases it was actually the ninth viewing—involved highlighting themes and patterns that
expressed PERMA, ensuring that nothing vital was missed. I also focused on identifying
movement between the PERMA pillars and observing how they were collectively
assembled throughout each film (Bailey et al., 2017; Bengtsson, 2016; Butler & Kern,
2016). This iterative process reinforced my use of a directed content analysis approach
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), allowing the films to inform my interpretation while helping to

reduce bias and build trustworthiness in the analysis. Finally, I consolidated the data from
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all 10 films, organizing them into broader thematic categories and presenting them in a
comparative table format (Bengtsson, 2016; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). These data were
displayed in tables and graphs to support visual interpretation for readers and future
researchers.
Evidence of Trustworthiness

Qualitative research must be conducted in a valid, reliable, and ethical manner to
ensure credibility and transferability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Merriam and Tisdell
(2015) emphasize that trustworthiness is established through careful study design,
grounded in the accepted standards of the scientific community. This includes engaging
in activities that contribute to credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability. Together, these elements form the foundation of trustworthiness, which is
a critical component of rigorous scientific inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015).
Credibility

Credibility refers to the congruence between the study’s findings and the reality
being described (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). To ensure credibility
in my study, I employed strategies such as prolonged engagement, negative case analysis,
and peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Prolonged engagement involves spending
sufficient time with the data and gaining a deep understanding of the phenomenon in its
context. I achieved this by viewing each film multiple times and immersing myself in the

data for over a month after collection.
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I also engaged in negative case analysis, which involves carefully examining and
addressing disconfirming or contradictory evidence. This approach was particularly
relevant in analyzing the film Moana (Clements et al., 2016), which diverged from the
patterns observed in the other films. I explored and documented the reasons why Moana
did not align with the others, and this disconfirming evidence was included in the
analysis.

Additionally, I utilized peer debriefing by consulting regularly with my chair and
committee members throughout all stages of data collection and analysis. I also recorded
my personal reactions and reflections in a research journal, which helped me process each
step and remain mindful of my own influence on the research process. These discussions
provided valuable external perspectives on my procedures. Credibility strengthens any
study by assuring readers that the findings accurately reflect the realities under
investigation (Stadtlander, 2015).

Transferability

Transferability is the qualitative equivalent of external validity in quantitative
research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). It refers to the extent to which the findings of a
study can be applied or generalized to other similar contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To
enhance the transferability of this study, I employed thick, detailed descriptions of both
the content and the surrounding circumstances. The use of data tables facilitated the
systematic organization of detailed information and supported the development of rich,

descriptive accounts. By clearly establishing the context and relevance of the data, I
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aimed to enable other researchers or readers to determine the applicability of the findings
to similar settings or situations.

This study included extensive descriptions of the natural setting, analytic memos,
and relevant documents such as the PERMA Profiler and the codebook developed for the
analysis (Bailey et al., 2017; Bengtsson, 2016; Butler & Kern, 2016). Additionally, I
carefully identified, coded, analyzed, and documented emerging trends and findings. By
providing thick, rich descriptions—conducted line by line within each scene—I sought to
support readers in evaluating the potential transferability of the results.

Dependability

Ensuring consistency, stability, and transparency is essential to guarantee that
repeating the study under identical conditions, with the same participants and methods,
would yield comparable results (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Stadtlander, 2018).
Dependability refers to the reliability and consistency of research methodologies. To
ensure dependability in my study, I clearly outlined the study’s planning, provided
detailed descriptions of the data collection process, and reflected on the overall research
methodology. Implementing an audit trail enhanced the rigor of the qualitative study by
allowing readers to trace the research process through documented decisions and
procedures (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). My audit trail included journaled notes, reflexive
journaling, and a detailed account of the data analysis procedures, which enabled me to
thoroughly track and reflect upon each step of the research process. Presenting this

information in table form further supported the organization and readability of the data.
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Confirmability

Confirmability is comparable to objectivity in quantitative research (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). It is achieved by demonstrating that the study’s findings are grounded in the
data itself rather than influenced by the researcher’s personal biases or interpretations. In
my study, I used reflexivity to establish confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I
maintained a private reflexive journal and used memos to document decisions, changes,
and directions throughout the research process. This journal captured my thoughts,
reactions, and potential biases, which I discussed with a member of my dissertation
committee. This process enabled me to recognize and mitigate the influence of my own
assumptions and preferences.

Additionally, I provided detailed documentation of any changes in methodology,
data collection, and analysis, ensuring that this information was consistently reviewed
throughout the study. I also documented any changes in the research setting and reflected
on their potential impact on the overall research approach.

Results

To explore how well-being is portrayed in Disney animated films, the PERMA
framework served as the guiding lens for analysis. The PERMA pillars—positive
emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments—were employed to
interpret the films. Each film was analyzed individually through the lens of these pillars,
followed by a cross-case analysis to examine the collective representation of PERMA

across all films. In the following sections, I present an in-depth analysis of each film
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using the PERMA framework, with the results of the cross-case analysis discussed
subsequently.
Content Analysis of Each Film Using the PERMA Framework

Frozen 2 was the first film analyzed. The bond between the sisters and their
dedication to their kingdom were immediately recognized as the deepest forms of
relationship. This is demonstrated in the film’s opening scene, where the sisters are being
read to by their mother. The importance of family ties and relational bonds—central to
the film’s broader theme of community—is established within the first 10 minutes of
Frozen 2. Midway through the film, Anna finds herself trapped in a cave, unsure of what
to do, and repeats the line, “Just make the next right decision.” This serves as a powerful
representation of the effort to make sound choices, which in turn fosters positive
emotions.

The film’s meaning is carried by each character through their efforts to provide
for and protect the kingdom. The emphasis on making good decisions is directly tied to
this meaning and is repeatedly demonstrated through the phrase, “Just make the next right
decision,” highlighting how purpose guides decision making. These choices are portrayed
as meaningful when they strengthen relational bonds, reinforcing how relationships are
considered good within the narrative. Lastly, the overarching goal of saving Arendelle
represents a major accomplishment, demonstrating all five PERMA pillars both
individually and collectively in action.

The Incredibles 2, as a sequel, reestablishes the family bonds introduced in the

first film, highlighting multiple layers of relational dynamics. The superhero family
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supports their community, maintains a close alliance with Frozone (a fellow superhero),
and collaborates with local authorities. These elements illustrate engagement, strong
social connections, and a deep sense of meaning. The family’s belief in using their
strengths to protect others is reflected in their actions, offering a series of
accomplishments that ultimately bring them into conflict with the film’s antagonist.
Positive emotions are also clearly portrayed, particularly as the children learn to make
better decisions and work together—messages that even young audiences can understand
and relate to.

Frozen (Buck & Lee, 2013) was the third film analyzed and is the oldest in the
lineup. The meaning of protecting Arendelle is established early in the film, grounding
the characters’ accomplishments. The relationships depicted are multifaceted, ranging
from the sisterly bond between Anna and Elsa to interactions with townspeople and
visiting dignitaries. Elsa demonstrates a pivotal moment of self-realization by choosing to
isolate herself when her powers threaten her community. This deepens the film’s
meaning by emphasizing not only the importance of relationships with others but also the
relationship with oneself. Elsa’s decision to embrace her powers reflects engagement and
personal growth, influencing Anna and others to make similarly positive choices that
ultimately lead to shared well-being and positive emotions.

Zootopia (Buck & Lee, 2020) served as the fourth film. From the outset, the story
demonstrates how positive choices can lead to positive emotions. Judy’s dream of
becoming a police officer—despite the odds—is tied to her personal meaning: to protect

and serve. Her journey reveals full engagement in her goals and consistent
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demonstrations of positive emotions, conveyed through her cheerful persistence in
achieving her dream. As the narrative progresses, Judy builds new relationships and
strengthens existing ones, including the support she receives from her parents. These
relational layers span community ties, casual acquaintances, and close support networks,
showcasing all dimensions of PERMA.

Finding Dory (Stanton & McLane, 2016) was the fifth film analyzed. The film’s
core message—that everyone matters—drives the relationships and accomplishments at
every level of the story. Although the main character, Dory, struggles with memory and
is not consistently engaged herself, the other characters maintain engagement and provide
unwavering support. Their decisions—often bold or humorous—reflect their commitment
to helping Dory, and these actions consistently produce positive emotions. The film
demonstrates the interconnectedness of relationships and engagement, reinforcing
collective well-being.

Toy Story 4 (Hanks et al., 2019) was the sixth film and serves as a conclusion to a
long-standing franchise. The recurring theme, “You’ve got a friend in me,” underpins the
characters’ accomplishments and reflects their commitment to supporting children.
Woody, the protagonist, initially appears disengaged as he faces uncertainty about his
future. However, his journey through a series of decisions leads to renewed positive
emotions, deeper engagement, and meaningful accomplishments. His relationships—both
surface-level and deeply supportive—guide him toward rediscovering his purpose,

illustrating the alignment of meaning, engagement, and well-being.
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Inside Out (Docter & Del Carmen, 2015), the seventh film, takes place inside a
child’s mind, with the central message being that feeling emotions is not only natural but
necessary. Unlike the other films, which portray emotions through words, expressions,
and actions, Inside Out presents emotions as literal characters. These characters are fully
engaged in helping Riley, the protagonist, live a fulfilling life. Their goal is to help her
make good decisions that lead to positive emotions while also validating uncomfortable
emotions. Relationships are depicted between Riley and her parents, friends, and even
among the emotions themselves. The film concludes with Riley successfully adjusting to
life after a major move—an accomplishment that highlights all five PERMA pillars.

Coco (Unkrich, 2017), the eighth film, features a young boy named Miguel, who
is deeply engaged in his desire to become a famous musician. Initially, Miguel makes a
series of poor decisions that reflect his sense of hopelessness and frustration. He rejects
his family in pursuit of his dream, feeling unheard and misunderstood. However, the film
ultimately centers on the importance of family, revealing that one cannot easily discard
relational ties. Miguel’s journey illustrates the consequences of living without PERMA
and then coming full circle as he reconnects with his meaning, relationships, and positive
decision-making. The film reinforces that having purpose beyond oneself, nurturing
support networks, and making meaningful choices are key to a fulfilling life.

Big Hero 6 (Hall & Williams, 2014), the ninth film, introduces Hiro, a grieving
orphan who gradually learns the value of meaning and relationships. After his brother’s
death, Hiro’s friends step in to support him, demonstrating relational bonds and the film’s

core message of helping others. As Hiro and his friends uncover a threatening plot, they
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set meaningful goals and pursue accomplishments through full engagement. Although
Hiro initially makes immature decisions, his relationships help guide him toward making
better choices, ultimately fostering positive emotions and growth.

Moana (Clements et al., 2016), the tenth and final film, stands somewhat as an
outlier. While not the oldest film, it deviates from the pattern seen in others by
demonstrating fewer elements of PERMA. The film’s overarching meaning is to protect
the village and restore the island—a purpose deeply tied to relationships with people and
the land. Moana’s love for her parents, grandmother, villagers, and her faith reflects these
relational pillars. However, many of her decisions—such as defying her parents or
placing trust in a demigod who treats her disrespectfully—do not consistently result in
positive emotions or model well-being. Although Moana ultimately succeeds in restoring
the island, much of the narrative emphasizes trial, conflict, and questionable choices. Her
story represents a journey where engagement and meaning are present, but positive
emotion and sound decision making are less consistently portrayed.

Cross-Case Analysis Using the PERMA Framework

The five major PERMA pillars—positive emotions, engagement, relationships,
meaning, and accomplishments—serve as the core analytical framework for this study.
Positive emotions as a natural baseline, work and life experiences that foster engagement,
authentic and meaningful relationships, purpose beyond the self, and a sense of
accomplishment together form the foundation of well-being theory. At their core, these
elements are inherently simple, allowing for global applicability and universal

adaptability (Seligman, 2022; Rozin, 2022). The term pillars is used to emphasize their
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foundational role in human flourishing, much like the structural supports of a building
(Seligman, 2022). Accordingly, the results of this cross-case analysis are organized
according to these five pillars.

Positive Emotions

Emotions demonstrated through words, deeds, facial expressions, actions, and
how individuals view life at large reveal the underlying felt emotion (Seligman, 2022).
The language used reflected optimism, joy, love, hope, peace, and contentment, while
facial expressions were generally pleasant. It was observed that actions in the selected
animated feature films were often exaggerated rather than subtle, allowing for easier
emotional identification. Although facial expressions are influenced by culture, they still
tend to align with universally recognized indicators of pleasant emotions (Seligman,
2011; Tze et al., 2022).

Positive emotions are often understood as the opposite of negative or destructive
emotions but should not be confused with the term or idea of rose-colored lenses
(Seligman, 2011). Moana demonstrated positive emotions early in the film. Moana
showed pride in her community during the introductory song by helping repair a
damaged roof. She smiled and interacted warmly with the villager who owned the house
and expressed satisfaction with the completed work (Chin et al., 2021). This brief
moment, though lasting only seconds, contributed to building a character profile that
revealed Moana’s love for her community and her future role as chief.

In Frozen, Olaf the friendly snowman also demonstrated positive emotions

through song as he sang of his delight “In Summer.” This scene offers a touch of humor,
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as even young audiences understand that snowmen do not belong in summer—they melt.
The absurdity brings smiles to the characters in the film and evokes similar reactions
from viewers. Olaf sings, twirls, smiles, and spreads his arms, showing that he feels safe
enough to express his desires while displaying a carefree, happy attitude—a hallmark of
positive emotions.

Positive emotions were consistently demonstrated across all 10 films, often
through acts of kindness and smiling. In each film, the overarching meaning was tied to a
noble cause greater than the individual, and this meaning shaped the characters’
understanding of good versus bad. In The Incredibles 2, the characters were committed to
saving those in need, portraying heroes who lived out this mission through their actions.
In Coco, family members subtly supported Miguel, even when he did not perceive their
actions as helpful. Although Miguel was determined to meet the famous singer he
believed was his great-grandfather, his elders understood the more urgent need to return
him to the land of the living. This highlighted the family’s deep love and care, while also
illustrating generational differences in defining good behavior.

It was not surprising to observe positive emotions across all 10 films. Disney, as a
brand, promotes being “the happiest” in a variety of ways, and even characters who
experience sorrow—such as Riley in Inside Out, who struggles with moving—ultimately
exhibit more smiles than tears. Despite the wide range of emotions portrayed, the overall
tone remained distinctly positive. Positivity was consistently demonstrated through

smiling and action. No character merely verbalized ideals; rather, they embodied their
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beliefs through body language and behavior. This aligns with the classic storytelling

principle known worldwide: show, don’t tell.
Engagement

Engagement refers to being deeply immersed and actively involved in a project,
task, or situation. It can be demonstrated by achieving a state of flow, in which time
appears to stand still and one’s attention is completely absorbed in the present moment
(Seligman, 2011). Like any other pillar of PERMA, engagement does not need to
manifest in the same intensity or measure in every individual’s life to contribute to well-
being (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). Living an engaged life means feeling
actively involved in the process (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2024). In the selected
films, engagement was demonstrated by the lead characters, who were fully committed to
their storylines.

It was observed that engagement—where a character loses track of time and
becomes fully immersed—is often a function of storytelling, and thus, its presence in
each film may reflect narrative technique as much as a representation of PERMA. In Big
Hero 6, for example, there are two montages where the main character, Hiro, becomes
completely absorbed in upgrading Baymax, the robot with the body of a marshmallow,
both in terms of software and hardware. In Moana, the protagonist sings as she sails,
breaking past the boundaries set by her parents—an act that highlights both her
engagement and determination. In Frozen and Frozen 2, characters frequently sing while
fully engaged in tasks, using music both to move the story forward and to deepen

emotional expression.
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In Coco, Miguel’s full engagement is demonstrated by his willingness to step into
the world of the dead to pursue his ideals and by his relentless determination to become a
musician. In Finding Dory, Dory often forgets why she is engaged in certain actions, but
those around her help preserve her goals, reminding her that she is searching for her
parents and a place to belong. In both Finding Dory and Inside Out, engagement is
portrayed more through the actions of supporting characters than through the leads
themselves. While Dory and Riley are engaged, their internal and external struggles are
expressed on their behalf by others—friends, family, or the emotions.

In contrast, in Frozen, Frozen 2, The Incredibles 2, and Toy Story 4, each
character demonstrates a form of engagement that is closely tied to the film’s overall
meaning. All characters in these films exhibit personal engagement while also
contributing to the collective narrative meaning. Similarly, in Big Hero 6 and Zootopia,
individual characters possess distinct personal meanings, but ultimately come together in
collective engagement. In Big Hero 6, the characters work as a team, driven by a shared
goal of improving the world through education and innovation. When Hiro’s brother dies,
their aunt brings together his friends to support Hiro in his grief, which also helps the
friends cope with their own loss by giving them a common purpose.

In Zootopia, the narrative centers on a police department adjusting to the
inclusion of a new recruit who initially does not seem to fit. Through the process of
learning to accept one another despite differences, the characters discover each other’s

unique strengths and ultimately form a cohesive team.
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Ultimately, the storytelling vehicle of animation inherently omits moments
without engagement—Ileaving such scenes “on the cutting room floor.” Audiences do not
expect to see characters decompressing by binge-watching television or performing
mundane chores like washing dishes. Instead, small details—such as Judy preparing for
her first day as a police officer—serve as purposeful demonstrations of engagement that
build character depth or advance the storyline in a relatable way. In all 10 films, I did not
identify any moment that lacked engagement.

Relationships

Relationships are human connections in which individuals invest time and
emotional energy in connecting with others (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). These
connections may take the form of marriages, romantic partnerships, friendships, or
coworker relationships. Across the films, three distinct layers of social support were
observed. The first, social networking, was exemplified in Finding Dory and Zootopia,
where characters—primarily animals—interacted as coworkers or casual acquaintances.
These relationships, while functional and cooperative, were not characterized by deep
emotional bonds; rather, they reflected workplace or task-based alliances. If given the
opportunity, these characters would likely choose to be with family over coworkers,
highlighting the surface-level nature of such connections.

A second, deeper layer of support was evident in Big Hero 6, where the older
brother’s friends and coworkers came together to support Hiro, the younger brother, after
his sibling’s unexpected death. This demonstrated social support that extended beyond

simple acquaintance but did not yet reach the depth of familial ties.
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The deepest layer of support—family bonds—was repeatedly demonstrated in
Frozen and Frozen 2, particularly through the relationship between the two sisters. Their
affectionate gestures, emotional check-ins, and expressions of care conveyed a high level
of emotional intimacy. A similar type of relational bond, though more symbolic, was seen
in Toy Story 4, where the emotional connection between a girl and her toys reflected love
and attachment. However, this relationship was inherently one-sided, as the toys appeared
alive only when humans were not present and were otherwise static in the eyes of the
child.

Deep social support was also demonstrated in Finding Dory, where Dory’s
parents worked tirelessly to create a path to lead her home, despite not knowing whether
she was still alive. This represents an act of sacrificial love, as it required years of
planning and effort solely out of love and hope for reunion.

Inside Out presents perhaps an even more nuanced form of relational support—
one’s relationship with oneself. While self-reflection was also depicted in Moana
(through inner dialogue) and Finding Dory (through moments of confusion), Inside Out
stands out in its clear depiction of how internal emotional relationships shape a person’s
experiences, behaviors, and personality. Riley’s interactions with Joy, Sadness, Anger,
Fear, and Disgust illustrate how our inner emotional world informs how we engage with
the external world.

Disney’s animated films effectively showcase the breadth and depth of human
relationships. Audiences witness a range of relational dynamics, from deep biological

family ties to found families. The Toy Story franchise, for example, emphasizes found
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family and the ability to be a friend in any context. This is also illustrated in Dory’s
relationships with Nemo and Marlin. The sisterly bond in Frozen represents one of the
most emotionally resonant family connections, which contrasts with the implied romantic
relationship between Judy (the police bunny) and Nick (the fox) in Zootopia, a bond
portrayed with greater subtlety.

Coco expanded the concept of family relationships beyond life itself, emphasizing
familial ties that extend into the afterlife. This portrayal reflects beliefs held in many non-
Western cultures and underscores Disney’s efforts to embrace a variety of relational
frameworks, including those rooted in cultural traditions beyond those typically
associated with mainstream American narratives.

Interestingly, although villains were not the focus of this analysis, it is notable
that they often lacked multiple or meaningful relationships. They are frequently depicted
as isolated, emotionally detached, or superior to others—traits that set them apart from
the emotionally connected protagonists. Their lack of connection and empathy often
serves as a narrative contrast to the value of healthy relationships portrayed throughout
the films.

Meaning

Finding meaning in life can take many forms, but it is generally demonstrated as a
purpose beyond hedonistic pleasures (van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2022). Seligman
(2011) identifies meaning as the third element of well-being, defining it as belonging to
and serving something perceived to be greater than oneself. Unlike positive emotion,

meaning includes both subjective and objective components. While subjective
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experiences of meaning—such as a seemingly profound late-night conversation—may
initially feel significant, they may later be reassessed as trivial or insubstantial.

In Moana, the entire film centers on a belief in the gods, with cultural layers
introducing the concept of demigods. Frozen and Frozen 2 depict a belief in magic. Toy
Story 4 and Finding Dory emphasize the idea of found family—the belief that individuals
can create deep, lasting, and loving relationships with those they choose to call family.
Big Hero 6 presents both the concept of found family and a broader belief that the world
needs people who are educated and capable of creating solutions for others. Each film
conveys a distinct meaning that serves as a guiding principle for the characters. When
characters behave in alignment with this core meaning, their actions are portrayed as
good. When they act contrary to it, their behavior is portrayed as bad.

This idea is most clearly illustrated in The Incredibles 2, where the central
meaning is that those with strength or powers have a responsibility to use them for the
betterment of others. The villain uses her powers for a selfish agenda and is therefore
portrayed as bad. In contrast, the Incredibles use their powers to protect and help others,
reinforcing their goodness. A similar pattern appears in Toy Story 4, where the film’s
central meaning, “you’ve got a friend in me,” is expressed through the characters’
consistent efforts to befriend and support one another.

In Inside Out, the central meaning is feel your emotions. As such, feeling
emotions like anger is portrayed not as inherently negative, but as essential and
constructive. Anger is both an emotion and a character in the film, symbolizing that even

traditionally bad emotions can be experienced in positive, meaningful ways. The film’s
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message—that emotions should be felt—is powerfully illustrated through this alignment
between storyline and meaning. This idea also reconnects with the pillar of positive
emotion, as characters feel a sense of well-being when their choices align with their core
values and meaning—a concept that reflects the integrative nature of PERMA.

Ultimately, the simple guiding meanings of each film—such as “you’ve got a
friend in me”—serve to define what is considered good or bad behavior. Actions that
align with the film’s core meaning are framed as good, while those that deviate from it
are seen as bad. This framework also highlights the contradictions in Moana, which,
despite containing individual elements of PERMA, does not consistently demonstrate a
coherent understanding of well-being.

Unlike the other nine films, Moana places the protagonist in a situation where she
must betray her family’s wishes and leave the island to partner with a demigod—at her
grandmother’s urging—in order to save the island. On the surface, this decision can be
interpreted as running away, which is generally not viewed as a good decision in either
real life or the film’s narrative logic. Furthermore, her partnership with a demigod who
pursues his own selfish agenda further complicates the alignment with the film’s
supposed meaning of honoring the gods and family. These contradictions suggest that,
although Moana includes components of PERMA, it does not fully embody or model a
well-integrated representation of well-being.

Accomplishments
Accomplishments are milestones in an individual’s life that might be listed on a

résumé, recognized with a certificate, diploma, or medal, or celebrated through a special
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event (Seligman, 2011). They contribute to a sense of success and can include
achievements such as earning a good grade after studying for a test, completing a
marathon, receiving a promotion at work, or simply fulfilling a predetermined goal
(Seligman, 2011). Each of the 10 films included in this study featured an
accomplishment, which is as much a function of storytelling as it is an element of
PERMA. Stories typically follow a journey that culminates in success or resolution—
naturally aligning with the concept of accomplishment.

In Finding Dory, Dory is ultimately reunited with her family. In Big Hero 6, the
characters rescue a woman presumed dead, capture the antagonist, form lasting
friendships, and develop innovative technology with the potential to change the world.
Frozen and Frozen 2 portray the healing of the land, the strengthening of the sisterly
bond, the addition of a brother-in-law, improved communication, and the discovery of
magic. In Toy Story 4, Woody experiences personal growth while helping Forky
understand his life’s purpose. In Moana, the protagonist saves the island, restores a
goddess, and embarks on a successful hero’s journey.

These examples illustrate the foundational idea that accomplishments are markers
of a life in motion—a life characterized by growth rather than stagnation (Diener et al.,
2017). It is a natural function of life to pursue and achieve goals; without
accomplishments, the character—or individual—is portrayed as passive or inactive.

As discussed in the literature review, accomplishments do not exist in isolation;
each PERMA pillar is interrelated and mutually reinforcing. This interconnectedness was

observed consistently across all films and was captured in the data through sentence-by-
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sentence coding. Meaning often served as the motivation for a positive decision, which
then elicited a positive emotion. For example, in Moana, the protagonist understands that
the island must be saved. Although her parents advised her not to cross the reef, she
chooses to do so, feeling positive about this decision because it aligns with her deeper
purpose: returning the heart of Te Fiti and honoring the gods. This act leads to the
accomplishment of restoring Te Fiti, revitalizing the island, and reigniting her people’s
tradition of exploration.

These examples demonstrate that the PERMA pillars do not function
independently but operate in synergy, interacting to create a comprehensive picture of
well-being. This dynamic interplay was evident across all 10 films, consistently
illustrating how well-being is not built upon a single dimension, but rather through the
integration of positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and
accomplishments.

Summary

Research on the positive portrayals of well-being, prosocial behaviors, and
uplifting messages in Disney films remains limited (de Leeuw & van der Laan, 2018;
Graham et al., 2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2013). Disney’s storytelling strategies are
widely recognized for their ability to convey moral lessons and evoke emotional
responses (Holdier, 2021; Johansen, 2022). The purpose of this qualitative study was to
examine how PERMA, Seligman’s (2011) well-being theory, is portrayed in Disney
animated feature films released between 2013 and 2023. This study employed a basic

qualitative approach, analyzing collected data to understand how characters experience
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their world (Sutton & Austin, 2015). The research question guiding this study was: How
is well-being portrayed in major animated feature films released between 2013 and 2023?

Well-being in major animated feature films released between 2013 and 2023 is
portrayed through a consistent integration of the five PERMA pillars: positive emotions,
engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments. Across the 10 films analyzed,
positive emotions were vividly expressed through facial expressions, dialogue, music,
and action—often exaggerated for clarity and emotional resonance. Acts of kindness, joy,
and expressions of love were central to character development, reinforcing the idea that
well-being is rooted in emotional expression. Engagement was similarly emphasized,
with lead characters demonstrating deep immersion in tasks and goals, often portrayed
through sequences that reflected commitment, focus, and determination. Relationships,
both familial and social, served as a foundational element of well-being, with characters
drawing strength, support, and resilience from meaningful connections. The concept of
meaning emerged through purpose-driven narratives in which characters acted in service
of causes beyond themselves, while accomplishments marked personal growth and
resolution.

Although all 10 films featured isolated moments of each PERMA pillar, it was the
interaction and movement between the pillars that demonstrated whether the films
embodied a comprehensive understanding of well-being. In most films, the pillars were
interwoven and served as narrative drivers that shaped character morality and growth.
The Incredibles 2, for example, offered a clear illustration of this dynamic: the villain,

though accomplished and highly engaged, lacked meaningful relationships and operated
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from a narrow, self-serving life purpose—ultimately portrayed as morally flawed (Bird,
2018). This interplay between the pillars revealed how characters were shaped and
evaluated. Moana stood out as an outlier, with PERMA elements present but largely
disconnected from one another, contrasting with the integrated portrayal in the other
films. Initially, the pillar of meaning appeared to drive the others; however, as the
analysis progressed, it became evident that relationships could equally determine life
meaning, suggesting a need for further research on whether one pillar holds more weight
than the others. Still, in this format—animated feature films—relationships and meaning
emerged as key instigators, shaping character morality and making PERMA a clear and
accessible framework. Ultimately, PERMA functions both as a theory of well-being and
as a narrative device that defines character behavior by shaping moral decisions through

either relationships or purpose.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction

This qualitative study aimed to examine how well-being is depicted in Disney
animated feature films released from 2013 to 2023. The research question guiding this
study was: How is well-being portrayed in major animated feature films released between
2013 and 2023? Although there is limited research on how Disney films communicate
positive values and encourage prosocial behavior (de Leeuw & van der Laan, 2018;
Graham et al., 2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2013), Disney’s narrative techniques are
widely acclaimed for their capacity to deliver moral messages and elicit emotional
responses (Holdier, 2021; Johansen, 2022). Exploring character development and
storytelling structures in these films offers meaningful insights into the ways media
narratives can promote well-being. These findings may also support screenwriters in
crafting characters that effectively reflect themes of well-being.

The analysis of 10 Disney animated feature films (2013-2023) revealed a
consistent portrayal of well-being through the five pillars of the PERMA framework:
positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments. Across the
films, positive emotions were expressed vividly through characters’ actions, expressions,
and storylines that emphasized joy, optimism, and kindness. Engagement was evident as
characters immersed themselves in purposeful tasks and challenges, often reflecting
narrative-driven moments of flow. Relationships ranged from surface-level connections
to deep familial and emotional bonds, reinforcing the value of social support and

connection. Each film conveyed distinct meanings—often tied to cultural, moral, or
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emotional themes—that guided characters’ decisions and framed notions of good and bad
behavior. Accomplishments were central to character development and narrative
resolution, highlighting personal growth, goal achievement, and transformation. Notably,
the interplay among the PERMA elements underscored how well-being is portrayed as a
holistic and dynamic experience rather than a collection of isolated traits, offering
insights into how storytelling can model flourishing lives.

The results of this study can validate or conceptually extend Seligman’s PERMA
theory, contributing to its refinement in the field of psychology. By focusing on well-
being—a subject linked to better health outcomes and positive relationships (Diener et
al., 2017; Seligman, 2011)—this study represents the positive side of research. In this
chapter, I share the results the data revealed in this study and describe the key findings,
along with evidence supporting the study’s trustworthiness. Finally, the key findings are
summarized with a look to the future of how these findings can support global change for
the betterment of all.

Interpretation of Findings

The findings of this study both confirm and extend empirical knowledge about the
portrayal of well-being in Disney animated feature films. All themes that originated from
this project are supported by findings in existing literature. PERMA pillars were
displayed in all 10 films. By comparing the findings from this study to the foundational
understanding of Seligman’s well-being theory, future directions for research and

practice can best be informed.
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Positive Emotions

Results of this study indicate that positive emotions in Disney animated films are
expressed through words, actions, facial expressions, and a general worldview, with
characters often demonstrating joy, love, hope, and contentment through visible,
exaggerated behaviors that make their emotions easily identifiable. Characters like
Moana and Olaf embody positive emotions through their interactions and songs, using
physical gestures, smiles, and acts of kindness to reinforce their inner feelings, making
these emotions both universally recognizable and engaging for audiences. Across all 10
films analyzed, positive emotions were linked to noble causes, helping others, and
maintaining a balance of emotions, with Disney’s storytelling relying on actions rather
than words to convey themes of happiness, love, and moral values.

The expression of positive emotions in the analyzed Disney animated films aligns
with Seligman’s (2011, 2022) theory of well-being, which emphasizes the importance of
positive emotions as a foundational element of human flourishing. According to
Seligman, positive emotions such as joy, love, and pride are not merely fleeting moments
of happiness but are crucial to an individual’s overall psychological stability and life
satisfaction. These emotions, as demonstrated in the films, are visible through facial
expressions, body language, and actions, reinforcing their role in shaping a character’s
outlook on life.

In Moana, for example, the main character exhibits positive emotions through her
engagement with her community, smiling warmly and actively helping others. This aligns

with Seligman’s assertion that positive emotions contribute to an individual’s sense of
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purpose and connection with others. Similarly, Olaf in Frozen embodies joy and
optimism through his enthusiastic singing and playful demeanor, reflecting the idea that
positive emotions are not passive states but are actively expressed and reinforced through
behavior. These portrayals highlight the link between emotional expression and well-
being, a concept supported by research indicating that individuals who experience and
express positive emotions tend to demonstrate stability in their personal and academic
lives (Tze et al., 2022).

Moreover, the films collectively emphasize that positive emotions are not simply
the absence of distress but are integral to meaningful action. The Incredibles 2’s heroic
efforts and Coco’s familial bonds demonstrate that characters act with a purpose greater
than themselves, reinforcing Seligman’s perspective that positive emotions are tied to a
broader sense of meaning. These portrayals align with findings that positive emotions are
universally recognizable and contribute to personal growth and resilience (Chin et al.,
2021; Tze et al., 2022). By showcasing characters who embody optimism and
determination, Disney’s films illustrate how positive emotions foster engagement,
purpose, and overall well-being, echoing the core tenets of Seligman’s theory.
Engagement

The results of this study suggest that engagement is shaped by the pillars of
relationships, meaning, and accomplishment, while positive emotions often emerge as an
outcome of these interactions. Engagement refers to being deeply immersed and actively
involved in a project, task, or situation. Engagement is exemplified by a state of flow—

where time seems to stand still and one’s attention is fully absorbed in the present
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moment (Seligman, 2011). Like the other pillars in the PERMA framework, engagement
does not need to manifest with equal intensity or frequency in every individual’s life to
contribute to overall well-being (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). Living an engaged
life implies being actively involved in life’s processes—using one’s talents and skills to
navigate work and personal experiences—serving as the opposite of feeling idle or
unfulfilled (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2024).

Engagement was consistently demonstrated by lead characters who showed deep
commitment to their respective storylines. However, this engagement also appeared as a
narrative device intrinsic to the structure of animated storytelling, rather than solely a
representation of PERMA. For instance, in Big Hero 6, two montages show the
protagonist completely absorbed in upgrading Baymax’s software and hardware. In
Moana, the protagonist sings while sailing beyond the boundaries set by her parents,
highlighting both her focus and determination. Similarly, in Frozen and Frozen 2,
characters often sing while engaged in meaningful tasks, using music to propel the story
and enhance emotional expression.

In Coco, Miguel demonstrates engagement through his bold decision to enter the
world of the dead in pursuit of his dream to become a musician. His commitment and
persistence underscore his full emotional and psychological investment. In Finding Dory,
although Dory often forgets the reason behind her actions, her companions help maintain
her goal—searching for her family—demonstrating how engagement can be externally
supported. Similarly, in Inside Out, Riley’s engagement is conveyed largely through the

actions and emotions of internal characters rather than Riley herself.
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In Frozen, Frozen 2, The Incredibles 2, and Toy Story 4, all characters exhibited
forms of engagement closely tied to the films’ overarching meanings. Each character
demonstrated personal investment while contributing to the broader collective narrative.
Likewise, in Big Hero 6 and Zootopia, individual engagement evolved into shared goals
and collective purpose, further illustrating that engagement—while often individualized
—is also shaped by relational and social contexts. Overall, engagement not only was a
recurring theme across all 10 films but also functioned as a storytelling mechanism that
reflected deeper components of well-being.

Relationships

The key result regarding the pillar of relationships is twofold. Relationships often
help define a character’s sense of meaning; conversely, a character’s core meaning can
also shape the relationships they form. Together, these two pillars inform the character’s
moral compass and influence how morality is portrayed through their actions and
development. Moreover, the types of accomplishments achieved and the degree of
engagement demonstrated in each film were consistently tied to how characters
understood and prioritized relationships and meaning. Relationships, as conceptualized
by Seligman (2011) in the PERMA model, are foundational to human flourishing. Diener
et al. (2017) further emphasize that social connections are central to psychological
wellbeing, while Tay et al. (2012) underscore the link between strong social ties and
positive outcomes such as improved physical health, lower depression, and reduced
mortality. Butler and Kern (2016) expanded this understanding by identifying key

subcomponents of relationships—such as connection with others, satisfaction with
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interpersonal ties, and the reciprocal exchange of social support—as measurable elements
of flourishing within their PERMA-Profiler instrument.

These elements were vividly portrayed in the Disney films analyzed. In Finding
Dory and Zootopia, the first layer of social connection—social networking—was
depicted through workplace and task-based alliances, such as among animal characters
who functioned as coworkers. Although friendly, these bonds remained surface-level,
with the narrative implying a preference for familial closeness when given the
opportunity. A deeper layer of support appeared in Big Hero 6, where the deceased
brother’s friends rallied to support the protagonist, representing a relational depth beyond
acquaintance but not as intimate as family bonds. The deepest layer of relational support
—familial bonds—was consistently exemplified in Frozen and Frozen 2, where the
emotional closeness between the sisters was expressed through physical affection,
emotional attunement, and mutual concern. Such depictions align with Seligman’s (2011)
assertion that meaningful relationships form one of the strongest predictors of wellbeing.

Similarly, in Toy Story 4, the emotional attachment between the child and her toys
served as a symbolic, though inherently one-sided, expression of love and connection. In
Finding Dory, the sacrificial efforts of Dory’s parents—who spent years laying a path in
hopes of her return—illustrate the profound nature of giving support to others, a concept
highlighted by both Seligman (2011) and Butler and Kern (2016) as a marker of
flourishing. Beyond external connections, Inside Out presents a nuanced portrayal of
intrapersonal relationships, where the character Riley’s engagement with her internal

emotions (Joy, Sadness, Anger, Fear, and Disgust) demonstrates how the relationship
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with oneself also informs behavior, emotional understanding, and wellbeing. While self-
reflection was also subtly depicted in Moana and Finding Dory, Inside Out offered the
clearest representation of how internal emotional dynamics contribute to flourishing—
reinforcing Butler and Kern’s (2016) view that the relationship domain includes not only
interpersonal ties but also the internal processes through which people understand and
relate to themselves.

Disney’s animated films effectively captured the range and complexity of human
relationships through storytelling. From familial connections and friendships to symbolic
bonds and inner emotional worlds, the films demonstrated the multidimensionality of
relationships as described across the PERMA literature (Butler & Kern, 2016; Diener et
al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). The Toy Story franchise portrayed the concept of found
family, showing how meaningful connection transcends biological ties, while Frozen
highlighted sibling intimacy, and Zootopia offered a subtle depiction of a budding cross-
species friendship. As such, these films serve not only as entertainment but also as
culturally resonant narratives that model and reflect the foundational role of relationships
in human flourishing.

Meaning

The results of this study indicate that life meaning serves as a foundational
determinant of the types and qualities of relationships, while also functioning reciprocally
—relationships often help shape one’s sense of meaning. Meaning emerged as one of the
primary instigators or drivers of character behavior, revealing that to deeply connect with

a character is to understand the meaning embedded within their life or storyline.
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Furthermore, meaning influenced characters’ perceptions of morality, guiding their
judgments of what constituted good or bad decisions or actions. The characters’ sense of
meaning was consistently reflected in their engagement, relationships, and
accomplishments—positioning meaning as a central aligning force not only in narrative
construction but also, more broadly, in the lived experience of well-being. This dynamic
interplay aligns with the PERMA framework (Seligman, 2011), where meaning is
considered a key component of flourishing.

Meaning in life can take various forms but is generally demonstrated through a
purpose that transcends mere hedonistic pleasure (van der Kaap-Deeder et al., 2022).
Seligman (2011) defines meaning as belonging to and serving something perceived to be
larger than the self, while Butler and Kern (2016) underscore that meaning encompasses
a sense of value, purpose, and direction in life. They emphasize that meaning is not only
subjective but also includes cognitive dimensions such as coherence, consistency, and
perceived life significance. While subjective experiences of meaning—such as a
profound conversation—may feel important in the moment, they may later be reassessed
as trivial. This highlights the distinction between fleeting perceptions of meaning and a
more enduring sense of purpose grounded in behavior and contribution. Meaning, as both
Seligman (2011) and van der Kaap-Deeder et al. (2022) suggest, is also enacted through
actions that serve others, such as community engagement, relational investment, and
altruistic pursuits.

The Disney films analyzed each demonstrated distinct forms of meaning that

shaped character decisions and overall narrative structure. Moana revolved around



100

cultural and spiritual themes, portraying belief in gods and demigods. Frozen and Frozen
2 embedded meaning through the belief in magic as a force for good. Toy Story 4 and
Finding Dory emphasized the concept of found family—the idea that meaningful and
lasting bonds can be created with non-biological relationships. Big Hero 6 combined this
idea of found family with a broader sense of societal contribution, suggesting that
education and innovation can serve the collective good. In each film, character actions
that aligned with the story’s core meaning were portrayed as virtuous, while those that
contradicted it were depicted as misguided or harmful.

In Inside Out, meaning was explicitly conveyed through the directive “feel your
emotions.” The film normalized traditionally negative emotions, such as anger and
sadness, as essential and constructive elements of well-being. By aligning the film’s plot
with this core message, the narrative reinforced that emotional expression is not only
acceptable but necessary for personal growth and flourishing. This alignment echoes
Butler and Kern’s (2016) assertion that life meaning contributes to higher psychological
functioning and is reinforced through actions that reflect one’s values and goals.
Moreover, the portrayal of emotional congruence connects directly back to the PERMA
pillar of positive emotion, suggesting that when individuals act in accordance with their
deeper sense of purpose, they experience emotional wellbeing as a natural byproduct.

However, Moana presented a notable contradiction to this framework. While the
film contains individual elements of PERMA, such as engagement and accomplishment,
it lacks coherence in its application of meaning as a guiding moral principle. The

protagonist is encouraged by her grandmother to defy her family’s wishes and leave the
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island, an act that, within the film’s narrative logic and real-life moral reasoning, may be
interpreted as a betrayal rather than a virtuous pursuit. Additionally, her alliance with a
self-serving demigod introduces further inconsistencies with the film’s supposed meaning
centered on honoring gods and family. These tensions suggest that while Moana
incorporates components of well-being, it does not fully demonstrate an integrated or
consistent representation of flourishing as conceptualized by PERMA (Butler & Kern,
2016: Seligman, 2011). It is relevant to mention that each film’s central message—
whether “you’ve got a friend in me” or “use your gifts for others”—acted as a moral
compass, framing character behavior in terms of alignment or misalignment with
meaning.
Accomplishments

The analysis of accomplishments in this study revealed that accomplishments are
better understood as outcomes rather than initiators of behavior or success. Rather than
driving action on their own, accomplishments were consistently preceded by other
PERMA pillars—particularly engagement, relationships, or meaning—which acted as the
motivational forces behind what characters pursued as worthwhile goals. If an
accomplishment lacked alignment with one or more of these pillars, it was often rejected
or framed as a poor decision. In this sense, accomplishments function similarly to
positive emotions, serving as a reflection of alignment with the other pillars, rather than
as an independent trigger of flourishing. This distinction is significant, as it suggests that
accomplishments alone do not indicate well-being; rather, they must be anchored in

deeper values or interpersonal motivations to contribute meaningfully to flourishing. As
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Butler and Kern (2016) emphasize, the interdependence of PERMA elements reinforces
the idea that well-being is holistic, not a sum of isolated achievements.

Accomplishments are often described as milestones—moments individuals might
proudly list on a résumé, celebrate with a certificate or award, or mark through personal
recognition (Seligman, 2011). These can include academic achievements, athletic feats,
promotions, or even the successful completion of personal goals. Every film in this study
featured at least one central accomplishment, though this may also reflect the inherent
structure of storytelling. Narratives typically follow a journey that culminates in success
or transformation, which naturally aligns with the accomplishment pillar in PERMA. For
example, in Finding Dory, the protagonist is ultimately reunited with her family. In Big
Hero 6, the characters rescue a missing woman, apprehend the antagonist, develop life-
changing technology, and build meaningful friendships.

Seligman (2022) notes that people often focus on grand achievements like pay
raises or awards, but even the completion of mundane daily tasks contributes to a sense of
accomplishment and enhances well-being. In the context of this study, it was sufficient to
observe whether Disney animated feature films depicted characters achieving meaningful
goals in ways that align with the PERMA framework. Given that storytelling typically
involves characters overcoming conflict or obstacles to reach a resolution, the presence of
accomplishments was anticipated. However, the inclusion of smaller, incremental goals
across the narratives also supported the visibility of this pillar.

In Frozen and Frozen 2, accomplishments included healing the land,

strengthening the sisterly bond, the addition of a brother-in-law, and improved
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communication between characters. In Toy Story 4, Woody helps Forky discover his
purpose while experiencing personal growth himself. Moana successfully saves the
island, restores a goddess, and completes her hero’s journey. These examples illustrate
the foundational idea, also supported by Diener et al. (2017), that accomplishments are
markers of a dynamic, growing life. Without them, characters—and by extension,
individuals—are depicted as stagnant or disengaged.

As emphasized in the literature and further reinforced by Butler and Kern (2016),
accomplishments do not exist in isolation but operate within a network of interrelated
well-being elements. This interconnectedness was evident across all films, confirmed
through detailed sentence-by-sentence coding. The pillars consistently interacted in ways
that advanced narrative arcs and deepened character development. For example, in
Moana, the protagonist recognizes the need to save the island—a decision driven by
meaning. Although her parents advise against crossing the reef, her sense of purpose
leads her to act, producing positive emotion and culminating in the accomplishment of
restoring Te Fiti. This sequence demonstrates how pillars such as meaning, emotion,
engagement, and accomplishment synergize to reflect holistic well-being.

Ultimately, the study revealed that the PERMA pillars do not function in isolation
but work together dynamically to shape a comprehensive representation of flourishing.
Across all 10 films, these synergistic interactions formed coherent, consistent depictions
of well-being, illustrating the narrative and psychological depth with which Disney

animated features portray the human experience.
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PERMA Components Working Together

One of the key findings of this study is the dynamic interplay of the PERMA
pillars, which was vividly illustrated through the narratives of Disney animated feature
films. Each pillar was not isolated but functioned in concert with others, creating an
integrated foundation for characters’ choices and development. Any one pillar could
influence or determine the action of another, demonstrating that success and well-being
are constructed through interconnected dimensions rather than isolated traits. The films
revealed that characters utilized these pillars—positive emotions, engagement,
relationships, meaning, and accomplishment—to guide how they lived and responded to
challenges.

In The Incredibles 2, the PERMA framework was not only evident in the
protagonists’ actions but also used inversely to construct the antagonist, whose lack of
meaning, emotional connection, and relationships contrasted sharply with the heroic
characters, underscoring a sophisticated narrative understanding of well-being. Toy Story
4 employed the PERMA elements to guide the lead character, Woody, through a
metaphorical transition into retirement. The film’s central theme, “You’ve got a friend in
me,” anchored Woody’s journey, reinforcing meaning and relationships as key supports
during change. Notably, the absence of a traditional villain shifted the film’s conflict
toward internal and interpersonal challenges—similar to Inside Out, where emotional
tension replaced a conventional antagonist. In Zootopia, while a villain exists, the
narrative emphasized social prejudices that closely mirror real-world issues, applying

PERMA pillars to navigate resolution and character growth.



105

Seligman (2011) posits that well-being theory assumes individuals naturally seek
to flourish. Whether framed as happiness, success, or flourishing, people inherently strive
for growth and connection rather than self-destruction. Disney films mirror this by using
PERMA to shape the behavior of protagonists while often depicting the absence of well-
being elements to construct antagonists. Additionally, as Cooke et al. (2016) note,
emotions are not abstract but physically manifest, and Disney’s animated characters
consistently display recognizable emotional expressions. This study observed a striking
uniformity in facial expressions across films, prompting questions about the possible use
of standardized emotional templates in animation. This reflects the axiological dimension
of the study, contributing valuable insight into how well-being theory is visually
represented in media.

The selection of PERMA as the guiding theoretical framework was intentional,
due to its structured, evidence-based model of well-being (Cooke et al., 2016; Seligman,
2011). Although not the only model available, PERMA offers a coherent and measurable
structure for analyzing flourishing. The findings of this study add to the epistemological
foundation of well-being theory by offering evidence of how the PERMA pillars can be
observed in narrative action. To ensure trustworthiness, the researcher maintained a
journal throughout the process to document analytic decisions, reflections, and thematic
coding. This audit trail supported transparency and allowed for deeper reflection on the
ontological lens brought to the analysis. Scene-by-scene data were compiled in tables to
track pillar interactions, and an experienced chair provided peer review as an additional

layer of credibility.
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All five PERMA pillars were identified across all 10 films, though the extent and

synergy varied. Surprisingly, nine of 10 films demonstrated a complex interplay of the
pillars, revealing a more sophisticated application of well-being theory than anticipated.
In contrast, Moana presented a more fragmented application of the framework—
individual elements were present but lacked cohesive integration. In films such as
Frozen, Frozen 2, and Finding Dory, relationships shaped meaning, while in others,
meaning shaped decisions and influenced emotional expression and goal achievement.
This unexpected bidirectional flow suggests an organic movement within the PERMA
model, though further research is needed to determine whether this reflects narrative
intent or a broader pattern within storytelling structures.

Another unanticipated finding was the simplicity of meaning in many films. Toy
Story 4’s meaning is embedded in its theme song, while Finding Dory centers around
familial bonds and the concept of found family. While it was initially assumed that life’s
meaning needed to be profound or complex, these films demonstrate that clarity and
resonance, rather than complexity, may be the essential ingredients for meaningful
storytelling. This raises further questions about whether narrative meaning mirrors real-
life meaning or functions independently within fiction.

While much prior research on Disney films has focused on negative
representations—such as gender stereotypes, romantic idealization, aggression, or
problematic beauty standards (Hefner et al., 2017; Holcomb & Lathem-Mintus, 2022;
Purdy, 2021; Shannon, 2015)—recent studies have begun to highlight Disney’s potential

in promoting positive messaging and prosocial behavior (de Leeuw & van der Laan,
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2018; Graham et al., 2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2013). However, few studies have

examined how Disney films explicitly portray positive behaviors related to well-being,
despite the strong link between well-being and improved physical health, stronger
relationships, and greater life satisfaction (Diener et al., 2017; Seligman, 2011). This
study contributes to that gap by confirming that Disney animated feature films are not
only sophisticated enough for adult audiences but also valuable tools for illustrating the
principles of well-being science and PERMA theory in action.

While Moana and Coco were the only two films not to demonstrate all five
PERMA pillars in every scene, they consistently displayed three or more, which
Seligman (2011, 2013) suggested is sufficient for achieving a state of flourishing. These
findings support earlier research such as Pils et al. (2020), who found that viewing
Disney films improved psychological outcomes for adult women undergoing
chemotherapy—attributing this effect to the enhancement of hope and emotional
resilience. The present study adds that such outcomes may be due to the presence of
PERMA pillars modeled through character behavior.

Similarly, Graham et al. (2018) examined how Disney films address themes of
death and coping, contributing to the discourse on human complexity and emotional
resilience in media. While past research has focused on diverse populations and
psychological outcomes (e.g., Hefner et al., 2017; Holcomb & Lathem-Mintus, 2022;
Purdy, 2021; Shannon, 2015), little attention has been given to well-being theory as an

interpretive framework for animated media. This study confirms that PERMA-based
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well-being is embedded in Disney narratives and serves as a foundation for understanding
positive character development and moral reasoning.

People with high levels of well-being tend to exhibit better physical and mental
health, more positive relationships, greater creativity, and enhanced personal growth
(Diener et al., 2017; Huppert, 2013; Seligman, 2021). In fact, longitudinal studies have
shown that childhood well-being predicts adult flourishing (Richards & Huppert, 2011).
Media scholars such as de L.eeuw and Buijzen (2016) have called for more research on
how media can foster well-being-related behaviors. Given that viewers of animated films
often internalize character actions and beliefs (Bandura, 2008; Holdier, 2021), this study
recommends integrating these 10 Disney films into a variety of settings—classrooms,
medical waiting rooms, counseling sessions, and corporate wellness programs—as tools
for modeling and promoting PERMA-based well-being.

Limitations of the Study

The content analysis approach provided a valuable structural framework for this
study, offering the advantage of easily accessible material that can be used to detect shifts
in public opinion and broader cultural patterns (Stemler, 2001). However, content
analysis also presents limitations, particularly as it offers only a partial lens through
which to interpret culture. In order to effectively examine societal change or shifts in
public perception through content analysis, the data must be drawn from sources released
at regular intervals and demonstrate a degree of comparability over time. In this regard,
Disney animated feature films are well-suited for such analysis, as a new installment is

typically released annually, creating a consistent timeline. Although the stories are not
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interconnected, they are curated with a similar purpose: to entertain a general audience
(Guttman, 2022; Walt Disney World, n.d.). Furthermore, the accessibility of the films
through Disney’s streaming platform, as of 2023, provided a logistical advantage by
eliminating the need for coordinating interviews or managing scheduling conflicts with
multiple participants. While this method allowed for uninterrupted access to content, it
also limited the study’s scope to the analysis of film content alone, without the inclusion
of audience perspectives or contextual production insights. Additionally, the study was
confined to Disney’s body of work and the particular worldview embedded in its
narratives; other animated film traditions—such as Japanese anime or non-Western
animation—were not included, thereby narrowing the cultural lens through which well-
being was explored. As such, while content analysis served as a practical and insightful
methodology, it inherently restricted the study to what could be interpreted solely from
the narrative and visual material presented onscreen within the Disney canon.
However, the transferability of the study remains limited, primarily due to the
inherent constraints of using content analysis with qualitative elements. While the
methodology allows for the identification of behavioral patterns and thematic
interpretations, the findings are context-specific and not intended to be transferred to
broader populations or audiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This limitation aligns
with the previously noted restriction of focusing solely on Disney’s body of work and
worldview, further narrowing the cultural lens through which well-being is examined.
Additionally, the sample size—restricted to 10 films—establishes a boundary that, while

limiting transferability, contributes to the credibility and reliability of the study by clearly
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defining the scope of analysis (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). At the same time, this smaller
sample size affords the researcher the opportunity to conduct a deeper, more nuanced
exploration of contextual meaning, enabling rich, individualized descriptions to emerge
from the data. This focus helps maintain trustworthiness by minimizing the risk of
oversaturation and research fatigue, while ensuring that the qualitative insights derived
from each film are both detailed and analytically rigorous.

Finally, while content analysis provided a practical and structured framework for
exploring well-being in Disney animated feature films, its inherent constraints must be
acknowledged. The use of qualitative content analysis with a directed approach—guided
by Seligman’s (2011) theory of well-being—enabled a focused examination of the
PERMA pillars, yet it also introduced certain methodological limitations. As Hsieh and
Shannon (2005) caution, theory-driven analysis carries a risk of confirmation bias, as
researchers may be more inclined to identify data that supports the theoretical framework,
potentially overlooking contextual nuances or alternative interpretations. This challenge
impacts the naturalistic paradigm and the confirmability of findings (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Alternative theoretical frameworks might have offered different interpretive lenses
through which to examine well-being, potentially uncovering aspects not captured by the
PERMA model. For instance, frameworks grounded in cultural psychology, narrative
identity theory, or ecological systems theory could have provided additional insights into
how well-being is portrayed in animated media. Nonetheless, the study upheld standards
of trustworthiness through reflexivity, peer review, and transparent coding practices.

Ultimately, while the findings cannot be transferred across all media or cultures, they
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offer a meaningful contribution to understanding how narrative media can portray and
promote psychological well-being in accessible and engaging ways.
Recommendations

Building upon the strengths and limitations of the current study, several
recommendations emerge for future research. First, given that this study employed a
directed content analysis grounded in Seligman’s (2011) well-being theory, future
research could benefit from exploring alternative theoretical frameworks to provide
diverse lenses for interpreting well-being in media. For instance, Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) could help examine how characters
interact within layered environmental contexts (e.g., family, community, society) that
shape their well-being. Similarly, self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan &
Deci, 2000), which emphasizes autonomy, competence, and relatedness as key drivers of
human motivation and flourishing, could provide an insightful contrast or complement to
PERMA'’s focus. Such frameworks may mitigate the risk of theory-driven confirmation
bias inherent in directed content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) and allow researchers
to capture more contextually nuanced interpretations of well-being.

Second, future studies could expand the cultural scope by including animated
films from non-Western contexts, such as Japanese anime, Latin American, African, or
Indigenous animation traditions. Since the current study focused solely on Disney’s
animated feature films and their embedded worldview, it provides a narrow cultural lens.

Comparative research across animation traditions could help identify universal versus
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culturally specific expressions of well-being, offering more global insights into media’s
role in shaping psychological concepts.

Third, although this study intentionally limited its sample size to 10 films to allow for
deep, context-rich analysis, future studies might consider larger samples or longitudinal
comparisons across decades of Disney films to observe how portrayals of well-being
evolve over time in response to societal changes.

Lastly, future research could incorporate audience reception studies, exploring
how viewers interpret and internalize well-being themes in animated films. Given that
this study focused exclusively on narrative content, understanding the audience’s
perceptions—especially across age groups or cultural backgrounds—could illuminate
how PERMA principles are absorbed or contested in real-life contexts. This would enrich
the understanding of media’s influence on psychological development and well-being
education.

Implications

It is widely assumed that Disney animated feature films were created primarily for
entertainment purposes, targeting general audiences—not solely children—and motivated
in part by financial gain (Guttman, 2022; Walt Disney World, n.d.). At the same time, the
theory of well-being suggests that individuals naturally strive to flourish, seeking
meaning, connection, and positive outcomes in life (Seligman, 2011). Whether described
as happiness, flourishing, or success, well-being reflects a fundamental human desire for
growth, not self-destruction. Disney films, while designed to entertain, also visually and

emotionally communicate these core elements of well-being. Emotions are consistently
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and clearly expressed for audience recognition (Cooke et al., 2016), highlighting the
axiological dimension of this study—the value of understanding how well-being
manifests through narrative and visual cues. Emotions are not merely abstract; they are
embodied, observable, and serve as critical indicators of character development and
moral alignment (Cooke et al., 2016).

PERMA was selected as the conceptual framework for this study due to its clarity,
structure, and applicability across age groups and media forms (Seligman, 2011; Cooke et
al., 2016). While not the only model of human flourishing, PERMA offers a
comprehensive and accessible structure for analyzing well-being. The findings of this
study contribute to the epistemological foundation of well-being theory, providing
evidence that the five pillars—positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning,
and accomplishment—are not only present in Disney narratives but are demonstrated
consistently and vividly in action. Across all 10 films, positive emotions were
consistently paired with visual indicators, such as smiling facial expressions, making it
easier for viewers of all ages to intuitively recognize and respond to positive behaviors.

All films in this study reinforced the concept that life requires meaning beyond
oneself, and that meaning shapes how characters define and demonstrate good behavior.
Storylines consistently showed that actions rooted in community, altruism, or greater
purpose were positioned as virtuous, while selfishness and isolation—traits often
associated with villains—were portrayed as undesirable. These portrayals serve as a
powerful vehicle for promoting positive social change, as they subtly teach audiences to

value prosocial behavior, empathy, and collective well-being. Understanding that
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meaning and relationships serve as the moral compass in both story and life encourages
individuals—regardless of age—to value others, build community, and act in ways that
foster inclusion and connection.

This is echoed in Nelson Mandela’s assertion that “one of the most difficult things
is not to change society—but to change yourself” (Mandela, 1995). Watching animated
films that model character growth, positive relationships, and prosocial behavior can
inspire similar internal shifts in viewers. Indeed, social learning theory suggests that
viewers often internalize and mimic the actions and beliefs of the characters they engage
with (Bandura, 2008; Holdier, 2021). The films in this study provided compelling models
of how to live a morally grounded, meaningful life, illustrating how PERMA principles
can be integrated into everyday decision making almost effortlessly (Seligman, 2013).

Individuals with high levels of well-being demonstrate better physical and mental
health, more positive interpersonal relationships, enhanced creativity, and greater
personal growth (Diener et al., 2017; Huppert, 2013; Seligman, 2021). Longitudinal
studies further support that childhood well-being predicts adult flourishing (Richards &
Huppert, 2011). The notion that such benefits can be promoted through media—
particularly Disney animated films—offers a hopeful and practical avenue for fostering
positive social change across diverse settings. This makes the idea of improving society
not only accessible but attainable through something as simple as thoughtful media
engagement.

Disney films offer rich portrayals of psychological concepts such as emotional

awareness, relational depth, purposeful living, and goal attainment. The results of this
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study suggest that these narratives can support psychologists, educators, and practitioners
in illustrating and teaching well-being concepts in engaging and age-appropriate ways.
Moreover, Disney films often address complex topics—mental health, illness, disability,
identity, grief, and resilience (de Leeuw & van der Laan, 2018; Graham et al., 2018;
Holcomb & Latham-Mintus, 2022; Landrum et al., 2019). Analyzing these portrayals
through a well-being lens highlights how media can influence public perceptions of how
to navigate difficult life circumstances (Bandura, 2008).

Disney characters often serve as role models for viewers of all ages. Their
journeys provide inspirational examples of personal growth and flourishing, aligning with
broader societal goals of cultivating emotional resilience, empathy, and moral
development. Traditionally, Disney storytelling is celebrated for its ability to convey
moral lessons and evoke deep emotional engagement (Holdier, 2021; Johansen, 2022).
This study adds to that understanding by demonstrating how narrative structure and
character development can be powerful tools for promoting well-being in media and
guiding content creators in representing flourishing lives through their characters.

Ultimately, the findings of this study validate and expand Seligman’s PERMA
theory and contribute to the growing body of literature in positive psychology. By
highlighting how Disney animated feature films exemplify the theory in action, this study
offers practical applications for using media as a resource to promote individual well-
being and spark positive social change in homes, classrooms, hospitals, and broader

community contexts.
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Conclusions

The preceding sections have emphasized the importance of continued research on
well-being and illustrated how this study examined 10 Disney animated feature films to
explore how the PERMA model is embedded in mainstream media. While well-being is
often viewed as complex or difficult to attain, this study offers evidence that
understanding and applying PERMA can be as simple and accessible as watching a
Disney film. These narratives demonstrate how positive emotions, meaning-driven
decisions, engagement, relationships, and accomplishments can shape flourishing lives.
Finding Dory showed the power of perseverance supported by loving relationships;
Frozen emphasized healthy communication and emotional bonds; Zootopia addressed
resilience in the face of discrimination; and Toy Story 4 explored evolving life purpose
through aging and transition. These accessible, age-inclusive stories illustrate that
promoting positive social change can begin with something as simple and joyful as
engaging with a well-crafted animated film.

This study demonstrates that Disney animated feature films are more than just
entertainment—they are powerful cultural texts that model the core principles of human
flourishing. Through the consistent portrayal of Seligman’s PERMA pillars—positive
emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment—these films offer
accessible, emotionally resonant narratives that can foster psychological well-being and
inspire positive social change. By analyzing these narratives, we gain insight into how
media can shape moral development, promote empathy, and teach audiences of all ages

how to live more meaningful, connected, and purposeful lives. Ultimately, this study
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affirms that well-being is not just a theoretical construct but a lived experience—one that
can be seen, felt, and learned through the stories we tell and the characters we come to

love.
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