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Abstract
In this study, the researchers investigated the relationships between character strengths 
and ethical engagement in online faculty. One of the ethical duties for higher education 
faculty is to engage in effective teaching practices. As online higher education becomes 
increasingly popular, online faculty also bear this duty. Numerous studies have shown 
that character strengths cultivate ethical behavior. Hence, we sought to determine the 
relationship between character strengths and ethical engagement in online faculty. Spe-
cifically, we focused on intellectual character strengths, interpersonal character strengths, 
and emotional character strengths because of their relevance to online faculty’s teaching 
practices. Through correlational analyses, we learned that interpersonal and emotional 
character strengths were positively and moderately related to ethical engagement, whereas 
intellectual character strengths were weakly related to ethical engagement. The findings 
of this study provide insight into online faculty’s character strengths and ethical engage-
ment. However, further research is needed to understand the role of character strengths and 
ethical engagement in promoting effective teaching practices in online higher education 
classrooms.

Keywords  Character strengths · Ethical engagement · Faculty ethics · Online faculty · 
Online teaching

Introduction

With the global COVID-19 pandemic, recent trends toward increased online higher edu-
cation enrollments have continued (Wotto, 2020). Over the past 20  years, online higher 
education has transformed learning, producing unique online learning communities where 
learning collaboration and interaction can take place anywhere and anytime (Galikyan & 
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Admiraal, 2019; Wang et al., 2017). Online faculty members’ teaching practices such as 
classroom community building, course design, and discussion facilitation have significant 
influence on students’ learning experiences (Ouyang & Scharber, 2017). In examining 
effective teaching in online learning communities, Martin et al. (2019) found that essen-
tial characteristics of outstanding faculty teaching practices included thoughtful assessment 
design, timely feedback, availability, and periodic communication with students. Research-
ers have affirmed that students view these characteristics as helpful because they enhance 
the presence of the online instructor (Martin et al., 2018). However, in practice, faculty do 
not always demonstrate the essential characteristics of outstanding teaching behavior.

Faculty may sometimes engage in unethical and uncivil teaching approaches (Carrillo 
et al., 2019; McNeill et al., 2016). For instance, faculty may exhibit overly authoritarian-
based behavior toward students, embed ideological bias into the course curriculum and 
grading process, and engage in acts of moral turpitude, such as teaching while intoxicated 
or starting inappropriate relationships with their students (Alt & Itzkovich, 2015, 2019; 
Carrillo et al., 2019). Other faculty may offer students easier assignments and superfluous 
compliments to receive positive student evaluations, or, on the contrary, they could pro-
vide rude or inconsistent feedback and not be available to students (McNeill et al., 2016; 
Mohammadipour et  al., 2018; Roberts, 2016). In a study exploring specifically online 
faculty uncivil behavior, McNeill et al. (2016) found that online faculty members demon-
strated general rudeness, implemented unanticipated changes in course requirements, and 
gave students insufficient or untimely feedback. The online higher education classroom 
presents unique challenges due to its reliance on technology and limited synchronized 
interaction (Asamoah, 2019; Kebritchi et al., 2017).

Numerous sources have reported that unethical and uncivil behavior has had a negative 
influence on students and their learning (Alt & Itzkovich, 2016; Mohammadipour et  al., 
2018). Some students who experienced faculty unethical or uncivil behavior reported feel-
ing helpless, stressed, and dissatisfied with their program of study (Mohammadipour et al., 
2018). Some students also reported experiencing a decline in academic performance (Alt 
& Itzkovich, 2016; Mohammadipour et  al., 2018). Effective teaching is strongly associ-
ated with positive learning outcomes (Symbaluk & Howell, 2018). Therefore, faculty ethi-
cal behavior may be one of the primary factors affecting students’ learning experiences and 
their academic success. “Ethics are an integral part of the teaching profession” (Aldosemani,  
2020, p. 79). Faculty members’ ethical behavior plays a crucial role in effective teaching 
(Ozcan et al., 2013). Those who demonstrate ethical behavior may be less likely to engage 
in unethical behavior and more likely to engage in effective teaching practices in the online 
classroom. However, that does not mean that ethical behavior cannot be developed con-
sciously through training.

It is faculty’s ethical duty to engage in effective teaching practices to cultivate mean-
ingful learning experiences for students (Simpson, 2003). Ayers (2001) also stated, “the  
work of a teacher—exhausting, complex, idiosyncratic, never twice the same—is, at its 
heart, an intellectual and ethical enterprise” (p. 122). A high level of ethicality motivates 
faculty to use their best skills to engage in teaching–learning tasks (Sethy, 2018). To help 
faculty of all modalities to cultivate ethical behavior to fulfill part of their faculty role as 
teachers, universities and professional organizations have incorporated different strategies 
(Sethy, 2018). For instance, the American Association of University Professors (2009) 
published a statement on faculty ethics to guide the teaching practices of faculty members 
in the United States. Universities also compose codes of ethics, provide ethics training, and 
conduct ethics audits to ensure ethical behavior among faculty (Tauginienė, 2016). Another 
one of these strategies is the development of character strengths in faculty members.
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Character strengths refer to positive individual traits that describe virtuous character, 
as they manifest into one’s thoughts, feelings, and actions (McGrath, 2015b; Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004). Character strengths have been shown to be effective tools faculty mem-
bers can employ to engage in ethical and effective teaching practices (McGovern, 2011; 
McGovern & Miller, 2008). For instance, the character strengths, curiosity and love of 
learning, enable faculty to explore innovative learning and teaching processes and continue 
to build on their existing knowledge systematically (McGovern, 2011). Faculty may also 
employ the character strengths, kindness and love, to capitalize the diversity among stu-
dents ethically and create a safe space that cultivates supportive and respectful relation-
ships (McGovern & Miller, 2008). Another example is the employment of self-regulation, 
which allows faculty to control their initial responses to difficult classroom situations and  
weigh different options before implementing the most appropriate one (McGovern,  
2011). Lastly, faculty may use the character strength, zest, to demonstrate enthusiasm when 
teaching (McGovern & Miller, 2008). Given the rising popularity of online higher edu-
cation, its unique challenges, and its prevalence, there is a need to study online faculty 
ethical behavior. Therefore, in the present study, the researchers examined the relationship 
between character strengths and ethics in online faculty.

Ethics and Character Strengths

Ethics in Higher Education

Ethics are moral principles that outline what is right and wrong and govern one’s behav-
ior (Plante & McCreadie, 2019a). In higher education, ethics often entail academic ethics, 
which generally refer to the standards and behavior required in the academic setting to pro-
mote integrity in educational practices (Asamoah, 2019). Researchers have studied aca-
demic ethics from a variety of angles. For instance, Bretag and Green (2014) explored the  
ethical behavior of academic leaders in an Australian university and found that virtue ethics 
principles were often used in relation to academic integrity policies among these academic 
leaders. Another scholar explored Finnish universities’ adherence to national ethical guide-
lines on plagiarism by analyzing those universities’ reactions to notifications of suspected 
plagiarism (Moore, 2020). The findings revealed the universities had many inconsistencies 
in regard to the definition of plagiarism and disciplinary actions against plagiarism (Moore, 
2020). Other researchers have examined academic ethics regarding scientific misconduct 
among researchers (Tagne et al., 2020). One of the key findings was that the participants of 
the study were concerned with the volume of misconduct (Tagne et al., 2020). Academic 
honesty, unethical behavior intention, and ethical reasoning abilities have also been points 
of emphasis in academic ethics research (Henning et al., 2020; Jamil et al., 2019; Pau et al., 
2019). These different points of emphasis are useful in understanding the variety of ways in 
which ethical behavior may manifest in the academic setting.

Ethical Engagement

Ethical engagement is another effective way to assess the ethical behavior of different uni-
versity populations, including online faculty members (Plante & McCreadie, 2019a; Plante 
& Plante, 2017). Plante and McCreadie (2019a) defined ethical engagement as one’s inter-
est and engagement in ethical issues. Such ethical engagement is both internal and external 
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(Plante, 2004). In other words, it takes place in the form of thoughts and feelings, as well 
as overt actions. When individuals have a high level of ethical engagement, they are gener-
ally involved with ethical issues and behave ethically in a consistent manner. A high level 
of ethical engagement in online faculty will likely translate into ethical behavior in their 
teaching work.

Plante and McCreadie (2019a) created the Santa Clara Ethics Scale (SCES) to measure 
the degree of ethical engagement. This instrument has 10 items. The highest score for each 
item is four, whereas the lowest score for each item is one. The SCES produces a summed 
score based on the scores of all the 10 items for ethical engagement. The maximum score 
one may receive from the SCES is 40, and the minimum score one may receive from the 
SCES is 10. A high score reflects a high level of ethical engagement, which means the 
individual is interested and engaged in ethical issues, and vice versa. Respect, responsibil-
ity, integrity, competence, and concern for others are the values highlighted in the SCES 
(Plante & McCreadie, 2019a).

To examine the new scale’s validity and reliability, Plante and McCreadie (2019a) tested 
the SCES using 200 participants. The researchers performed factor analysis and showed 
that ethical engagement accounted for 42% of the variability in all 10 variables of the scale, 
supporting the test’s validity. The SCES also has a Cronbach’s alpha of > 0.83, which indi-
cates reliability. Plante and McCreadie (2019b) conducted another study on the SCES. This 
study also supported the validity and reliability of the SCES. Not only is the SCES valid 
and reliable, but it is also particularly effective compared with other available ethics meas-
ures. It is user-friendly because it has only 10 items and uses concise language (Plante & 
McCreadie, 2019b). Because the contents of the items are general, the scale can be used for 
a variety of purposes (Plante & McCreadie, 2019b). Plante and McCreadie (2019a) recom-
mended future research be conducted with different university populations.

Character Strengths

According to Peterson and Seligman (2004), there are 24 character strengths. These char-
acter strengths are positive psychological mechanisms that define the six virtues needed 
for virtuous character. Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) character strengths model is rooted 
in Aristotle’s virtue ethics—a normative ethics theory that places an emphasis on virtue 
and character. Aristotle believed virtues are expressed through one’s behavior and can help 
individuals to become ethical exemplars when they are practiced consistently (Bretag & 
Green, 2014; Ghosh, 2016). Like the six virtues, character strengths make individuals who 
possess and consistently practice them virtuous agents (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

Peterson and Seligman (2004) identified six universal virtues through philosophical, 
historical, and cross-cultural analyses. These virtues are wisdom, courage, humanity, jus-
tice, temperance, and transcendence. To describe the six virtues in greater detail, Peterson 
and Seligman identified 24 different positive psychological processes, known as character 
strengths. These 24 character strengths manifest in one’s behavior through thoughts, feel-
ings, and actions (McGrath, 2015b; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). They also tend to be con-
sistent across situations and time (Höfer et al., 2020; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Because 
character strengths are behavioral dispositions that represent virtuous character, they offer 
opportunities for the empirical investigation of normative ethics (Crossan et al., 2013). As 
shown in Table 1, each of the 24 character strengths represents one of the six virtues (Peter-
son & Seligman, 2004).
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Research shows character strengths are linked to ethics indicators. In a study conducted 
by Or (2020), character strengths of courage and humanity were found to be positively and 
moderately correlated with ethical engagement in human services professionals. Other 
recent studies concerning character strengths and ethics primarily pertain to the relationship 
between leader characteristics and ethical leadership (Eisenschmidt et  al., 2019; Palanski 
et al., 2015; Sosik et al., 2019; Thun & Kelloway, 2011). Sosik et al. (2019) examined the 
relationship between character strengths, ethical leadership, leadership performance, and  
psychological wellbeing. They demonstrated that when military officers possessed a high level  
of self-regulation, their integrity, social intelligence, and bravery manifested in their ethical 
leadership, in-role performance, and psychological wellbeing. Palanski et al. (2015) found 
that courage explained the relationship between ethical decision-making and integrity and 
work performance in leaders across a variety of sectors in the United States.

Another similar study examining the relationship between character strengths and ethi-
cal leadership revealed subordinates who reported higher levels of character strengths dem-
onstrated by their supervisors also reported high levels of ethical leadership and lower  
levels of abusive supervision demonstrated by their supervisors (Thun & Kelloway, 2011). 
In a qualitative study, Eisenschmidt et al. (2019) interviewed several exemplary principals 
in Estonia and Finland to find out how the six virtues may create purpose for ethical leader-
ship. The principals discussed the ways the virtues had informed their resolutions of differ-
ent work challenges. All the six virtues played a role in creating purpose for ethical lead-
ership in principals, although wisdom, courage, and humanity were the most commonly 
displayed virtues in their resolutions (Eisenschmidt et  al., 2019). In these three virtues, 
love of learning, social intelligence, and bravery were the most notable character strengths. 
The findings of this study also suggest the character strengths model is a suitable compre-
hensive framework for educational contexts (Eisenschmidt et al., 2019).

Character strengths can also be categorized based on a five-factor classification (Martínez-
Martí & Ruch, 2017; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). As described in Table 2, these five classi-
fications include restraint strengths, intellectual strengths, interpersonal strengths, emotional 
strengths, and theological strengths. Because Peterson and Seligman’s original six-virtue  
classification is generally considered theoretical, some researchers have opted for this five- 
factor classification of character strengths when researching character strengths (Harzer & 
Ruch, 2015; Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2017; Najderska & Cieciuch, 2018; Peterson & Seligman,  
2004).

The Value in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) is the most common assessment 
used to measure the degree of one’s character strengths (McGrath, 2015a). The VIA-IS 
is the full version of the test, which consists of 240 items. It intends to produce separate 

Table 1   Character Strengths and Virtues

Source: Peterson and Seligman (2004)

Virtue Character Strength

Wisdom Creativity, curiosity, open-mindedness, love of learning, perspective
Courage Bravery, perseverance, integrity, zest
Humanity Love, kindness, social intelligence
Justice Teamwork, fairness, leadership
Temperance Forgiveness, humility, prudence, self-regulation
Transcendence Appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope, humor, 

spirituality
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scores for the 24 character strengths and the classifications of character strengths (includ-
ing the six-virtue classification and five-factor classification). As the scale became more 
popular, Peterson and Seligman (2004) developed shorter versions for the VIA-IS to make 
the scale more accessible and user-friendly, including the VIA-72 (which has 72 items). 
The VIA-72 has validity coefficients ranging from 0.36 to 0.48, which indicates validity, 
and a Cronbach’s alpha of > .70, which indicates reliability (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
Researchers indicated there is a need to examine the relationships between character 
strengths and different ethics indicators to determine if character strengths are associated 
with ethics development as theorized (Han, 2019).

Ethical Engagement, Character Strengths, and Online Teaching

Effective teaching is part of being an ethical faculty member (Corlett, 2014). With a higher 
level of ethical engagement, online faculty members are more motivated to perform at their  
best and more likely to engage in effective teaching practices (Sethy, 2018). Character  
strengths support individuals in becoming ethical agents, therefore, they can serve as effec-
tive tools for promoting ethical behavior of online faculty (McGovern, 2011; McGovern &  
Miller, 2008). Since character strengths are generally manifested in one’s behavior consist-
ently across situations, they also serve as predispositions for effective teaching practices  
(McGovern, 2011; McGovern & Miller, 2008; McGrath, 2015b). Symbaluk and Howell 
(2018) found there to be relationships between faculty’s character strengths and outstand-
ing teaching practices as rated by students. The findings revealed the character strengths,   
perspective, kindness, leadership, humor, creativity, zest, and fairness, to be the most 
observed traits by students among these members who engaged in highly regarded teach-
ing practices. The findings suggest these strengths are linked to enhanced teaching perfor-
mance of faculty members.

Scholars agree that the work of a teacher involves the use of intellectual, interpersonal, 
and emotional skills (Ayers, 2001; McGovern, 2012; Symbaluk & Howell, 2018). Thus, 
some types of character strengths from Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) five-factor classifi-
cation, such as intellectual, interpersonal, and emotional strengths, can be especially useful  
tools for meeting the unique challenges of online instruction. Intellectual strengths (which 
include creativity, curiosity, love of learning, and appreciation of beauty and excellence) 
refer to one’s enthusiasm for creativity (Duan & Ho, 2018). They facilitate problem- 
solving and knowledge acquisition (Harzer & Ruch, 2015). Interpersonal strengths (which 
include kindness, love, leadership, teamwork, and humor) involve one’s love, concern for 
others, and gratitude (Duan & Ho, 2018). They help individuals handle social interac-
tions positively and sustain relationships with others (Harzer & Ruch, 2015). Emotional 

Table 2   Five-factor 
Classification of Character 
Strengths

Source: Peterson and Seligman (2004)

Factor Character Strengths

Restraint strengths Fairness, humility, forgiveness, prudence
Intellectual strengths Creativity, curiosity, love of learning, appre-

ciation of beauty and excellence
Interpersonal strengths Kindness, love, leadership, teamwork, humor
Emotional strengths Bravery, hope, self-regulation, zest
Theological strengths Gratitude, spirituality
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strengths (which include bravery, hope, self-regulation, and zest) concern responding to 
emotional experience in a vulnerable way (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). This quality ena-
bles individuals to use positive coping strategies under stress (Harzer & Ruch, 2015).

Intellectual, interpersonal, and emotional strengths are relevant to online faculty’s teach-
ing practices. Online faculty members may use intellectual strengths to facilitate student 
learning innovatively, expand their knowledge about online teaching best practices, pursue 
new ideas systematically, and recognize the talents of their students (McGovern & Miller, 
2008). The use of interpersonal strengths promotes the development of a safe learning 
environment that fosters trusting relationships among faculty and students (Tsui & Ngo, 
2016). It also helps online faculty skillfully facilitate student collaboration and fulfillment 
of classroom tasks (McGovern, 2011). Finally, online faculty members with emotional 
strengths are more likely to manage the demands of online teaching effectively and posi-
tively; they demonstrate a passion for teaching and self-control in different classroom situa-
tions (McGovern, 2011; McGovern & Miller, 2008).

There is a need to examine online faculty ethical behavior in the prevalence of online 
higher education, as well as character strengths which are theorized to improve faculty’s 
ethical behavior and teaching practices. Scholars have also recommended further research 
on the SCES with different university populations and the relationships between character 
strengths and ethics indicators (Han, 2019; Plante & McCreadie, 2019a). Based on these 
recommendations, the study emerged with a focus on the correlations between character 
strengths and ethical engagement in online faculty. As intellectual, interpersonal, and emo-
tional strengths are important to the teaching practices of online faculty, the examination 
of the relationships between character strengths and ethical engagement in online faculty 
warrants a focus on these strengths. In this study, the researchers formulated the following 
questions:

Research Question 1: Is there a positive relationship between intellectual strengths 
(creativity, curiosity, love of learning, and appreciation of beauty and excellence) and 
ethical engagement in online higher education faculty?
Research Question 2: Is there a positive relationship between interpersonal strengths 
(kindness, love, leadership, teamwork, and humor) and ethical engagement in online 
higher education faculty?
Research Question 3: Is there a positive relationship between emotional strengths 
(bravery, hope, self-regulation, and zest) and ethical engagement in online higher 
education faculty?

Research Methods

Population and Sampling

After IRB approval was obtained, the researchers administered a survey to online fac-
ulty members at a 4-year university in Arizona to test the relationships between character 
strengths (intellectual strengths, interpersonal strengths, and emotional strengths) and ethi-
cal engagement in online higher education faculty. The survey included items measuring 
character strengths and ethical engagement. Participants were recruited using a stratified 
random sampling strategy, which stratified for active online faculty.

Utilizing G*Power software, Version 3.1.9.7, an a prior analysis was performed to deter-
mine the needed sample for power purposes. Using a 0.3 medium effect size, 0.80 power,  
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and 0.05 significance, the analysis indicated a desired sample of 84 participants (Cohen, 
1988). From the list of active online faculty at the university, a research center representa-
tive at the university sent the recruitment email to approximately 2000 online faculty mem-
bers. SurveyMonkey was used to collect the survey data.

Instruments

The researchers used 39 items from the 72-item version of Value in Action Classification 
of Virtues and Strengths (VIA-72) and the 10-item Santa Clara Ethics Scale (SCES). An 
explanation of both surveys follows below.

Value in Action Classification of Virtues and Strengths (VIA‑72)  To gather data on 
online faculty members’ intellectual, interpersonal, and emotional character strengths, the 
researchers employed several subtests of the VIA-72 assessment. The 72 items measured 
the 24 character strengths respectively, and each character strength had three corresponding 
questions in the survey. This study focused on intellectual strengths (creativity, curiosity, 
love of learning, and appreciation of beauty and excellence), interpersonal strengths (kind-
ness, love, leadership, teamwork, and humor), and emotional strengths (bravery, hope, self-
regulation, and zest). Therefore, only the specific items used to measure those strengths 
from the VIA-72 were provided in the online survey.

All versions of the VIA-IS seek to measure the 24 respective strengths (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004). Since this study only focused on intellectual, interpersonal, and emo-
tional strengths, the survey consisted of only a total of 39 items related to the character 
strengths of interest for the participants. Each item was a descriptive statement; partici-
pants were asked to rate how well the statements described them, with options ranging 
from 1 (very much unlike me) to 5 (very much like me). The score for each strength was 
the mean of the summed scores of the three corresponding items in the VIA-72 (Peterson 
& Seligman, 2004).

Santa Clara Ethics Scale (SCES)  To examine online faculty members’ ethical engagement,  
Plante and McCreadie’s (2019a) SCES was used. This scale has 10 items; we used it to  
measure ethical engagement through a virtue approach, highlighting respect, responsibility,  
integrity, competence, and concerns for others. Similar to the VIA-72, each item offered a 
descriptive statement; each participant was asked to rate how well the statements described 
them, with options ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The score of  
ethical engagement was the sum score of the 10 items (Plante & McCreadie, 2019a).

Data Analysis

We downloaded the raw data from the online survey development software and uploaded 
it into data analysis software, where we cleaned and error-checked the data. We performed 
statistical analyses using SPSS version 26. wWe first  performed descriptive statistics, 
including mean, standard deviation, and skewness. Afterwards, we performed correlation 
analyses using Pearson Correlation to assess the relationship between the three types of 
character strengths and ethical engagement.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table  3 presents descriptive information about intellectual strengths (M = 4.17, 
SD = 0.51), interpersonal strengths (M = 3.86, SD = 0.53), emotional strengths (M = 4.25, 
SD = 0.48), and ethical engagement (M = 36.70, SD = 2.77) collected from the sample. 
Reliability coefficients were also computed to ensure data reliability. Table  4 presents 
the Cronbach’s alphas for the subscale scores of  the character strengths. All alpha val- 
ues were greater than 0.70, which indicates good reliability.

Addressing the Research Questions

The results of Pearson Correlation analyses are presented in Table 5, based on the research 
questions. We found statistically significant relationships between ethical engagement  
and the following variables: intellectual character strengths (r = 0.368, p < 0.05), interper-
sonal character strengths (r = 0.416, p < 0.05), and emotional character strengths (r = 0.528, 
p < 0.05). For Research Question 1, there was a weak positive correlation between intellec-
tual character strengths (creativity, curiosity, love of learning, and appreciation of beauty   
and excellence) and ethical engagement in online higher education faculty. For Research Ques-
tion 2, there was a moderate positive correlation between interpersonal character strengths  
(kindness, love, leadership, teamwork, and humor) and ethical engagement in online higher 
education faculty. Finally, for Research Question 3, there was a moderate positive correlation 
between emotional character strengths (bravery, hope, self-regulation, and zest) and ethical 
engagement in online higher education faculty. We also computed coefficients of determina-
tion to illustrate the level ethical engagement can be explained by its relationship to the three  
types of character strengths. Intellectual strengths accounted for 13.5% of the variation in 
ethical engagement with adjusted R2 = 13.3%. Interpersonal strengths accounted for 17.3% 
of the variation in ethical engagement with adjusted R2 = 17.1%. Emotional strengths  
accounted for 27.9% of the variation in ethical engagement with adjusted R2 = 27.7%.

Table 3   Descriptive Statistics

Skewness exceeds normality range ± 1.0

Variable N M SD Skewness Range Minimum Maximum

Intellectual Strengths 341 4.17 .51 -.646 2.34 2.67 5
Interpersonal Strengths 341 3.86 .53 -.234 2.92 2.08 5
Emotional Strengths 341 4.25 .48 -.655 2.87 2.13 5
Ethical Engagement 341 36.70 2.77 -.801 13 27 40

Table 4   Reliability of Character Strengths and Ethical Engagement Scores

Reliability coefficients of 0.70 or greater indicate acceptable reliability

Variable Intellectual Strengths Interpersonal Strengths Emotional Strengths Ethical Engagement

Sample .839 .867 .839 .739
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Discussion and Conclusions

This  study showed emotional strengths and interpersonal strengths were moderately 
related to ethical engagement, whereas intellectual strengths were weakly related to ethi-
cal engagement. Overall, these findings support the character strengths model by show-
ing character strengths are related to ethical behavior. To begin with, the findings demon-
strated that emotional strengths were associated with online faculty’s ethical engagement. 
Emotional strengths (bravery, hope, self-regulation, and  zest) enable their possessors to 
approach emotional experience openly, optimistically, and enthusiastically. They allow 
one to be more prepared to endure stressful situations effectively and ethically. This may 
explain why emotional character strengths were associated with ethical engagement. When 
faced with stressful situations at work, such as heavy workload and conflicts with students, 
online faculty with emotional strengths may be better equipped to manage stress, adhere to 
high ethical standards, and behave ethically in regard to their teaching practices.

Emotional strengths also share two character strengths with the character strengths of cour-
age from  the six-virtue classification, specifically, bravery and zest. Researchers have theo-
rized that the character strengths of courage (bravery, perseverance, integrity, and zest) carry 
the most moral weight among all the 24 character strengths (Han, 2019). They empower fac-
ulty with the will to achieve goals even in the face of opposition (McGovern, 2011; McGovern  
& Miller, 2008). Without the character strengths of courage, faculty may know the ethical 
action required in the specific circumstance but lack the will to execute and follow through 
with the ethical action. For example, they may not address online students’ hostile discussion  
tendencies to avoid the risk of inconvenience or confrontation even if they know addressing such  
tendencies is the necessary ethical action. Emotional strengths’ inclusion of the two character 
strengths, bravery and zest, from the character strengths of courage in the six-virtue classifica-
tion may be related to the research finding.

Table 5   Pearson Correlation Coefficients for Character Strengths and Ethical Engagement Scores

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Intellectual 
Strengths

Interpersonal 
Strengths

Emotional 
Strengths

Ethical 
Engagement

Pearson’s r Intellectual 
Strengths

Correlation 
Coefficient

1.000 .532** .486** .368**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000
N 341 341 341 341

Interpersonal 
Strengths

Correlation 
Coefficient

.486** 1.000 .638** .416**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000
N 341 341 341 341

Emotional 
Strengths

Correlation 
Coefficient

.532** .638** 1.000 .528**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000
N 341 341 341 341

Ethical 
Engagement

Correlation 
Coefficient

.368** .416** .528** 1.000

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000
N 341 341 341 357
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Additionally,  we found that interpersonal strengths (kindness, love, leadership, team-
work, and humor) were moderately related to ethical engagement. Interpersonal strengths 
concern  the capacity of handling and sustaining social interaction with others positively. 
Being ethical often involves the consideration of others and prosocial behaviors (Plante, 
2004). This relationship may explain why individuals with a higher degree of interpersonal 
strengths are more likely to be ethically engaged. Communication in the online higher edu-
cation classroom usually takes place in the written form (Lapadat, 2002). Online faculty 
members with interpersonal strengths may be more prepared to initiate and sustain posi-
tive interactions with students in the written format. This characteristic may be useful to 
establishing trusting relationships between online faculty and students, which have been 
found to protect against unethicality (Tsui & Ngo, 2016). Thus, online faculty members 
with interpersonal strengths are better positioned to establish positive and trusting relation-
ships with students. They may be less likely to demonstrate unethical behavior.

Nonetheless, it is noteworthy that intellectual strengths (creativity, curiosity, love of 
learning, and appreciation of beauty and excellence) were only weakly related to ethical 
engagement. As McGovern (2012) noted, intellectual strengths support individuals to “do 
the heavy lifting” (p. 74). Intellectual strengths facilitate knowledge acquisition and prob-
lem-solving. The limited relationship between intellectual strengths and ethical engage-
ment may suggest that despite the necessity of knowledge and problem-solving ability in 
ethical engagement, intellectual strengths alone are insufficient in helping individuals to 
behave ethically. Individuals can be intelligent but use their intelligence toward unethical 
or selfish ends (Sternberg, 2009). Historical moral exemplars generally exhibit both intel-
lectual strengths and other types of strengths, such as interpersonal strengths (Sternberg, 
2009). Some examples of these historical moral exemplars include Mahatma Gandhi, 
Mother Teresa, and Nelson Mandela (Sternberg, 2009).

Finally, the findings of the study are relevant to online higher education because of its 
unique challenges for faculty, such as changes in faculty role, increased preparation time, 
communication barriers, as well as learner readiness and engagement (Kebritchi et  al.,  
2017). The findings are also especially valuable in the prevalence of online higher educa-
tion resulted from the COVID-19 pandemic, as more faculty members transition to teach-
ing online. The work of a teacher involves the use of intellectual, interpersonal, and emo-
tional skills. Because online faculty are teachers, those with intellectual, interpersonal, and 
emotional strengths are better equipped to engage in effective online teaching practices. The 
study’s findings about the relationships between these strengths and ethical engagement affirm  
the importance of these strengths in ethical behavior. As these intellectual, interpersonal, and 
emotional strengths become manifested in online faculty’s cognition, emotion, and action, 
those who demonstrate high levels of character strengths may demonstrate a high level of eth-
ical engagement. Faculty members’ ethical behavior is influential to their teaching practices 
(Ozcan et al., 2013). As a result, they may be less likely to behave unethically and more likely 
to utilize effective teaching methods in the online higher education classroom.

Implications, Limitations, and Future Research

The current study’s findings have several implications for online higher education. It is 
necessary for online faculty members to employ ethical and effective teaching practices 
when building online learning communities, so that students receive high-quality learn-
ing experiences (Sethy, 2018). Character strengths are trainable personal characteristics 
(Harzer & Ruch, 2015). Recognized as effective tools that influence teaching practices, 
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character strengths, especially intellectual, emotional, and interpersonal strengths, may 
be integrated into faculty development to facilitate sustainable personal and professional 
growth (McGovern, 2011). Furthermore, since character strengths predispose online fac-
ulty to teach effectively, these character strengths may be used in hiring and performance 
evaluation.

This study has several limitations. First, the study is limited to the sample of online 
faculty at a four-year university in the Midwest of the United States. The generalizability 
of the findings is limited. Next, although we used valid and reliable instruments to measure 
character strengths and ethical engagement, these instruments are self-reported measures. 
Ethical engagement measured by the SCES significantly correlated with social desirabil-
ity (Plante & McCreadie, 2019a). A similar concern might be present in the VIA-IS. As 
such, the study is limited by possible self-reporting bias, which means there could be a 
difference between self-reported and true values of character strengths and ethical engage-
ment. In addition, we did not collect other data to examine possible factors that may have 
affected the results of the study. Lastly, we intended for this study to provide implications 
on teaching practices, but the study did not examine components related to online teaching 
effectiveness.

Based on the findings and limitations of this study, we make a few recommendations 
for future research. First, when examining the relationship between character strengths 
and ethical engagement, we adopted Pearson and Seligman’s five-factor classification of 
character strengths instead of their original six-virtue classification. Future researchers 
may examine this relationship using the six-virtue classification of the character strengths 
(e.g., the relationship between the character strengths of courage and ethical engagement). 
They may also examine the relationships between individual character strengths and ethi-
cal engagement (e.g., the relationship between bravery and ethical engagement). Second, 
future researchers should minimize the effect of social desirability.

Third, to further explore the role of character strengths in ethical engagement, quali-
tative methods may be helpful. For instance, future researchers may explore how online 
faculty utilize their interpersonal and emotional strengths to engage in ethical behavior in 
their online teaching work. Finally, although this study sampled online faculty with respect 
to their character strengths and ethical engagement, it did not examine components about 
effective online teaching. Therefore, there is a need for future empirical studies to examine 
the relationships concerning character strengths, ethics (such as ethical engagement), and 
specific teaching practices in online faculty. Understanding these relationships may help 
online faculty members and higher education institutes gain important insights into online  
teaching practices. It will also provide the scholarly community with a deeper understand-
ing of what might contribute to online faculty’s ethical behavior and effective online teach-
ing practices.
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