
resUMen

Se examinó la importancia de las fortalezas
del carácter para el desarrollo positivo desde el
punto de vista de las personas legas. Una mues-
tra de 687 adultos evaluó la importancia de las
24 fortalezas del carácter de la clasificación Va-
lues in Action para cinco áreas: bienestar perso-
nal, metas personales, relaciones personales y la-
borales y contribuir a un país mejor. Se diseñó
un instrumento basado en la metodología de la
encuesta que estaba compuesto por 24 ítems.
Cada uno evaluaba una fortaleza en cada una de
las cinco áreas comentadas. La confiabilidad
global del mismo fue igual a .98. Los datos se
analizaron mediante la inspección de las fre-
cuencias (por ej.: grado de respaldo a  cada una
de las fortalezas en relación con el desarrollo po-
sitivo), considerando aquellas fortalezas que se
encontraban por encima del percentil 90. En ge-
neral, los resultados han mostrado que la forta-
leza del carácter honestidad es un importante re-
curso personal para las cinco áreas consideradas
en este estudio. Específicamente, amor, hones-
tidad y vitalidad son las fortalezas del carácter
más importantes para el bienestar personal; per-
severancia y autorregulación, para lograr metas
vitales, honestidad y gratitud para el desarrollo
de relaciones positivas; compañerismo e impar-
cialidad para las relaciones laborales positivas,
e imparcialidad y honestidad para contribuir a un
país mejor. Se analizaron las diferencias por gé-

nero y edad y se encontró que las mujeres con-
sideraban a las fortalezas mucho más importan-
tes que los varones para la mayoría de las áreas
vitales consideradas. Este estudio señala que las
concepciones implícitas de las personas legas
deberían ser tomadas en cuenta a la hora de di-
señar estrategias de intervención positivas ba-
sadas en las fortalezas del carácter. 

Palabras clave: Psicología Positiva; Valores;
Personas legas; Fortaleza del carácter; Desarro-
llo positivo.

aBsTracT

The idea underlying this work is that character
strengths are an essential component for achieving
life fulfillment. In order to determine the extent to
which strengths of character are essential to living
a good life, this study was conducted from lay-
people’s point of view. This work took as theo- 
 ret ical framework Seligman’s recent theory,
known under the acronym of PERMA, which
proposes that human strengths are vehicles for
achiev ing positive emotions, engagement (flow),
enriching relationships, meaning in life, and ac -
com plishment of personal goals. This study
considered life fulfillment beyond the hedonic
conception of subjective well-being emphasizing
the importance of both individual and social mean -
ing; the relationship with others; and the achieve-  
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ment of personal goals, among others. A sample
of 687 adults evaluated the importance of 24
character strengths from the Values in Action
classification for the five areas that contribute to a
fulfilling life: personal well-being, personal goals,
personal relationships, work relationships, and
contributing to a better country. This study used a
similar methodology to Biswas-Diener (2006),
who studied the attitudes towards the 24 VIA
character strengths with members of dissimilar
cultural groups. An instrument was designed
comprising 24 items in a survey-format. Each item
assessed one character strength for each of the five
areas under study. Cronbach’s alpha reliability test
for the overall scale was .98. Data was analyzed
by calculating frequencies (e.g., the degree of
endorsement to the character strengths in relation
to life fulfillment) and conducting chi-square tests
(e.g., gender and age differences). The character
strengths over the 90th percentile were considered.
The results showed that the character strength
honesty is an important personal resource for the
five areas studied. Specifically, love, honesty and
zest were the major character strengths for personal
well-being; persistence and self-regulation for
achiev ing life goals; honesty and gratitude for
developing positive personal relationships; citizen -
ship and fairness for positive work relationships;
and, fairness and honesty for contributing to a
better country. Differences by gender were found.
For the majority of the areas of life explored,
women placed more importance on character
strengths than men. The main finding of this study
is that people consider the strengths of character
from the VIA classification as important elements
for life fulfillment. Most participants in this study
showed a high degree of endorsement (60 to 70%)
to each of the character strengths of the VIA class -
ification for all the areas, i.e., achieving personal
well-being, accomplishing life goals, enrich ing
personal relationships, working well with others,
and contributing to a better country. Based on
these results, it can be concluded that from the
point of view of lay-people, character strengths are
not only fundamental to feel good but also to
function well both in relation to themselves and to
the world. Overall, intervention strategies, from
the Positive Psychology perspective, tend to be
generic and unspecific, without considering indi -
viduals’ particular points of view. Knowing

people’s implicit ideas in relation to the strengths
that contribute most to life fulfillment would allow
generating more accurate and culturally adjusted
interventions to the particular group in question.
This adjustment not only operates as a key moti -
vational aspect but also a reinforcement of the
effect of the intervention. Future studies should
experimentally compare the effectiveness of gene -
ric interventions on character strengths versus
interventions focused on those strengths that the
group under study deems important, especially in
Latino populations in which the efficacy of these
interventions has not been tested yet, and little has
been studied in relation to this topic.

Key words: Positive Psychology; Values; Lay-
people; Character strengths; Flourishing.

What are the positive traits that make us
feel good? What character strengths make us
work satisfactorily? What features do we need
to cultivate as citizens to have a prosperous
nation? Having these questions in mind a
research study was designed using Peterson
and Seligman’s (2004) classification of the
virtues and strengths of character as a theoret -
ical framework. The idea underlying this work
is that character strengths are an essential
component for well-being (Seligman, 2011).
In order to determine the extent to which
strengths of character are essential to living a
good life, this study was conducted from lay-
people’s point of view. This intersection bet- 
 ween character strengths and well-being is also
present in Seligman’s recent theory of well-
being, known under the acronym of PERMA,
which proposes that human strengths are
vehicles for achieving positive emotions, en -
gage  ment (flow), enriching relation ships,
mean    ing in life, and accomplishment of
personal goals (Forgeard, Jayawickreme, Kern,
& Seligman, 2011; Seligman, 2011).

Peterson and Seligman (2004) proposed a
scientific methodology for the study of posi -
tive traits and a classification of character
strengths and virtues that is currently used by
researchers worldwide. They believed that
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establishing a classification of character was a
necessary step towards the scientific study of
moral excellence. These researchers devel op ed
a classification of core virtues to be used both
as a basis for empirical study and as a found -
ation for developing interventions. To accom- 
plish these objectives, Peterson and Seligman
surveyed various definitions of moral ly good
behavior based on the most influential phil -
osophical and religious traditions of human
civilization. It was found that six fundamental
virtues were repeated in these traditions:
courage, justice, humanity, temperance, wis -
dom, and transcendence (Dahlsgaard, Peterson,
& Seligman, 2005). Afterward, a group of
academics proposed a tentative list of character
strengths to include in the classification. The
list was refined through a series of debates,
resulting in 24 character strengths classified
into the 6 virtues (refer to Table 1). The class -
ification, called Values in Actions (VIA), was
created as a positive alternative to the Diag -
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Dis- 
orders (DSM - American Psychiatric Ass oci -
ation, 2013). This classification aimed to devel- 
op a common language for Positive Psychology
research.

Since then, Peterson and Seligman’s (2004)
classification of character strengths and virtues,
together with the study of well-being, were the
cornerstones of the Positive Psychology mov -
ement, which has achieved remarkable growth
in the past 15 years both in scientific research
and application (Castro Solano, 2014). Several
studies have reported a positive association
between character traits and other positive
psychological outcomes such as school suc -
cess, prosocial behavior, and compe tence in
youth (Park, 2004, for a review). Other varia -
bles of interest related to character strengths
are age and sex (Linley et al., 2007); genetics
(Steger, Hicks, Kashdan, Krueger, & Bou -
chard, 2007); life satisfaction (Park, Peter son,
& Seligman, 2004); personality (Mac  Donald,
Bore, & Munro, 2008); academic per formance
among university students (Lounsbury, Fisher,
Levy, & Welsh, 2009); military and academic
performance among military students (Cosen -
tino & Castro Solano, 2012); health recovery
(Peterson, Park & Seligman, 2006); and post -

traumatic growth (Peterson, Park, Pole, D'An -
drea, & Seligman, 2008), among others. 

Additionally, it has been proposed that the
character strengths, as classified by the VIA,
are universal (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005; Park et
al., 2006). In essence, in diverse types of
populations - university students in the United
States (US) and remote cultures such as the
Maasai in Kenya and the Inughuit in Northern
Greenland - it was found high rates of agree -
ment on the existence, importance and desira- 
bil ity (e.g., wanting their child to have each
virtue) of the strengths of character (Biswas-
Diener, 2006). Moreover, it was observed that
character strengths are remarkably similar
across 54 nations and across different regions
of the US (Park et al., 2006).

Empirical studies on character strengths
show a positive association between the
strengths of character and satisfaction with life.
According to a large cross sectional study
conducted by Park, Peterson, & Seligman
(2004), with almost 4000 participants, the five
character strengths most highly related to life
satisfaction were hope, zest, gratitude, curiosity
and love. In another study, Ruch, Huber,
Beermann, and Proyer (2007) showed that all
24 strengths were positively correlated with
life satisfaction. In addition to the connection
between hope, gratitude, love and zest to
satisfaction with life, hope and spirituality were
the best predictors of future life satisfaction
(Proyer, Gander, Wyss, & Ruch, 2011). Among
youth, the character strengths most closely
related to life satisfaction were love, hope, and
zest. Particularly, parents who described their
young children (ages 3 to 9) as happy also
described them as showing love, hope, and zest
(Park & Peterson, 2009). In a recent study,
transcendence strengths (e.g., gratitude, hope,
and spirituality) were the stronger predictors of
achieving a satisfying life and displaying po -
sitive affect (Weber, Ruch, Littman-Ovadia,
La vy, & Gai, 2013). In the same vein, an
experimental research that tested the character
strengths more strongly related to life satis -
faction (e.g., hope, zest, gratitude, curiosity and
humor) demonstrated that the participants
assigned to the experimental group targeting
those strengths showed the strongest improv -
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ement in life satisfaction (Proyer et al., 2013).
So far, the literature reveals a relationship be -
tween character strengths and the hedonic
conception of well-being (e.g. life satisfaction).
However, research have not yet examined the
asso cia tion between character strengths, ac -
cording to the VIA classification, and the
eudai monic perspective of well-being (e.g. life
fulfillment).

Therefore, the present study aims to ex -
 amine the extent to which people believe that
character strengths are important in achieving
a fulfilling life. Life fulfillment, as the con-
ceptualization of well-being within a eudai-
monic point of view, includes various compo-
nents drawn from diverse theories and models
(Huta & Ryan, 2010; Huta & Waterman,
2014). For instance, the concepts of psycho-
logical well-being (Ryff, 1989) which com-
prehends autonomy, positive relations, envi-
ronmental mastery, self-acceptance, purpose in
life and personal growth; eudaimonic well-
being (Waterman, 2008), that focuses on self-
expressiveness, development of inner poten-
tials, and self-actualization; and, the Self-
Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000)
that is based on the psychological needs for
competence, autonomy, and relatedness; as
well as other models centered on the percep-
tion of meaning in life (Baumeister, Vohs, 
Aaker, & Garbinsky, 2013; King & Hicks,
2009; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006;
Wong, 2011). In other words, a fulfilling life
goes beyond the hedonic conception of sub-
jective well-being and emphasizes the impor-
tance of both individual and social meaning, of
the relationship with others and the achieve-
ment of personal goals (Seligman, 2011; Ke-
yes, 2002, 2007; Ryff, 1989, 2014).

In Seligman’s (2002) first theory, known as
authentic happiness, he proposed three essen-
tial pillars of well-being: pleasure, engage-
ment and meaning. The first pillar explores
subjective experiences that are positively va-
lued, such as positive emotions, life satisfac-
tion and subjective well-being (Diener,
Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; Pavot &
Diener, 2008). This pillar reflects the de velop-
ment of hedonic theories of well-being.
According to Seligman, the second pillar com-

prises the study of engagement, involvement
and absorption in work, intimate relations and
leisure, a psychological state that has been
named as flow (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990). The
strengths of character have been found to play
a central role for reaching the state of flow
(Seligman, 2002). Thus, acknowledging ones’
signature strengths and finding contextual op-
portunities to use them more are a unique way
to achieve engagement: Individual´s subjec-
tive well-being results from enhancing and
using one´s character strengths (Park, 2004).
Seligman (2002) described the third pillar as
related to positive institutions and the pursuit
of meaning, that is, belonging to and serving
something that is bigger than the self (Selig -
man, Rashid, & Parks, 2006). 

In a most recent work, Seligman’s (2011)
developed a theory of well-being, named
PERMA, that adds two more elements, rela-
tion  ships and accomplishment, to the previous
concepts of pleasure, engagement, and mea-
ning (Forgeard et al., 2011). In this PERMA
model, Seligman posits that is well-being, and
not happiness the main topic of Positive Psy -
chol ogy and considers it as a construct that can
be assessed by self-report measures. While in
his previous theory (authentic happiness) the
life satisfaction was the center of attention and
strengths and virtues were only the support for
the second pillar (engagement); in the well-
being theory (PERMA), the twenty-four cha-
racter strengths are viewed as key elements in
achieving well-being and underpin all five ele-
ments of the theory and not just engagement.
According to Seligman (2011), displaying the
signature strengths leads to more positive
emotion, to more meaning, to more accom-
plishment, and to better relationships. In sum,
according to these conceptualizations, charac-
ter strengths allow people to experience a ful-
filling life.

Inspired by Seligman’s recent work, where
character strengths play a key role in achie-
ving well-being, and using a similar method -
ology to Biswas-Diener (2006), who studied
the attitudes towards the 24 VIA character
strengths with members of dissimilar cultural
groups, the present study investigated from
lay-people’s point of view, the extent to which
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character strengths are important in relation to
five key areas that contribute to life fulfill-
ment: subjective well-being, life goals, rela-
tionships with others (personal and work), and
with society as a whole. The hypotheses of
this study were that character strengths were
positively associated to life fulfillment, and
that there were differences in frequencies be  t-
ween gender and age groups.

meThod

research desIGn and ParTIcIPanTs

This research was a descriptive and corre-
lational cross-sectional study.

The participants of this study included a
convenience sample of 687 adult residents
in the City of Buenos Aires, 349 men (51%)
and 338 women (49%). The mean age of
participants was 39.34 years (SD = 15.07).
The sample was balanced by gender and age.
Regarding the highest education level achie-
ved, 60% (n = 412) of participants reached a
tertiary education and 40% (n = 275) had
completed high school. That means it was a
highly educated sample. Regarding marital
status, 28% (n = 192) of participants were
single and 72% (n = 495) were in a rela-
tionship. In regards to socioeconomic status
(SES), the sample was divided into: .6% low
SES; 6.3% lower-middle SES; 67.2% mid-
dle SES; 24.4% upper-middle SES; and
1.6% high SES. Participation was voluntary,
anonymous, and that there was no obligation
to participate or to continue participating. No
contribution was given in exchange. Partici -
pants were recruited by Psychology under-
graduate students from a university at Bue-  
nos Aires City, as part of their credits to ap-
prove their courses.

InsTrUMenT

Respondents answered a series of items
developed by the authors that linked each of
the 24 character strengths with the five 
aspects of life fulfillment. Each item was

word ed first with the name of the character
strength (e.g., gratitude), followed by a brief
description to ensure proper and uniform
understanding among participants. A sam-
ple item is, Gratitude: feeling and express -
ing gratefulness. The participants evaluated
the importance of each character strength to
(a) reaching personal well-being; (b) ac-
complishing life goals; (c) enriching rela-
tionships with others; (d) working well with
others; and (e) contributing to a better country.
The participants responded with a 6-item
Likert scale, with 1 signifying extremely in-
significant and 6 signifying extremely signifi-
cant. The instrument has a paper-and-pencil
format. Cronbach alpha for the overall scale
was .98. For this particular sample, high
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were observed
for the five areas of life fulfillment: personal
well-being (α = .91); life goals (α = .91); rela-
tionships (α = .91); working with others 
(α = .92); and contributing to a better country
(α = .93). A similar methodology used by
Biswas-Diener (2006) was followed in order
to establish the importance, existence, and pre-
sence of each character strength in different
cultural groups.

ProcedUre

The strategy for data analysis was first to
conduct frequency analyses (i.e., the endor-
sement to the character strengths in relation
to life fulfillment) and next, to run chi-
square test in order to compare differences
in frequencies between groups. The degree
of endorsement to the character strengths
was analyzed for each of the five areas dis-
cussed (personal well-being, personal goals,
personal and work relationships, and con-
tributing to a better country). A character
strength was classified as important if it was
described by the participant as very impor-
tant or extremely important (scores 5 and 6
on the scale). Consistently, endorsement to
each human strength was divided into two
categories: high support (scores 5 and 6)
and low support (scores 1 to 4). Next, high
percentages of support for each character

Folk positive psychology: character and flourishing  

InterdIscIplInarIa, 2016, 33, 1, 65-80 69



strength were listed in descending order
(see Table 1) and for each area of a fulfi-
lling life, the first quartile (percentile > 75)
and the first decile (percentile > 90) were
determined. Regarding the analysis of indi-
vidual differences by gender and age, only
strengths of character located in the first
quartile (percentile > 75) were considered.

resulTs

characTer sTrenGThs For reachInG Personal
well-BeInG

The analysis of the results indicates that
the major strengths of character for the deve-
l opment of personal well-being are love, ho-
nesty and zest (90th percentile =  84.50). This
result is representative of the high degree of
agreement among the participants that having
close relationships with people they are emo-
tionally attached to and being sensitive to
their needs; being consistent with their own
values; and having integrity in conduct cons-
titute the positive traits to feeling well. Zest,
in essence, is a subjective experience at both
a physical and psychological level.

Other character strengths viewed as im-
portant by participants included hope, humor,
gratitude and kindness (75th percentile =
78.30). This means that having a positive
mood and optimistic vision for the future,
being grateful to others, as well as helping
behavior without utilitarian motives, were the
character strengths considered important for
the development of personal well-being.

In a second step, the existence of indivi-
dual differences based on gender and age
were verified. Differences were found by
gender, in which women compared to men
emphasized the importance of the character
strengths of love (90.8% vs 85.4%, χ2 = 4.80,
p < .05), hope (85.5% vs 79.9%, χ2 = 3.70, 
p < .05), gratitude (82% vs 74.8%, χ2 = 5.19,
p < .05), and kindness (84% vs 72.8%, 
χ2 = 12.78, p < .01). This result indicates that
women, more than men, emphasize the im-
portance of close emotional ties, an optimis-
tic vision of the future, as well as grate- 

fulness and solidarity with others as charac-
ter strengths for achieving well-being. In
terms of differences by age, younger indivi-
duals placed a greater importance on humor
compared to older individuals (H = Kruskal
16.41, p < .01). Younger participants felt that
having a happy and serene view of life was
more important for personal well-being.

characTer sTrenGThs For accoMPlIshInG lIFe
Goals

The analysis of the results indicates that
the major character strengths for achieving
life goals are persistence and self-regula-
tion (90th percentile = 77.50). This result
indicates that the strengths of character
contributing to personal achievement in-
clude the ability to persevere despite obsta-
cles and the capability to regulate ones'
responses to stimuli in order to adapt and to
meet certain social standards. 

Other character strengths that were also
important among participants were zest,
hope, prudence, and honesty (75th percen-
tile = 70.67). This result indicates that the
subjective experience of feeling alive and
effective, an optimistic vision of the future,
making decisions carefully, and congruence
between values and behaviors were the
strengths of character that promoted achie-
vement of life goals. 

In a second step, individual differences by
gender and age were studied. Differ ences
were found by gender, in which women, com-
pared to men, placed greater importance on
prudence (76.6% vs 68.5%, χ2 = 5.71, p < .05)
and honesty (76% vs 66.5%, χ2 = 7.64, 
p < .01). This result indicates that female par-
ticipants consider having future-oriented ob-
jectives at the expense of short-term objec- 
tives and consistency between values and be-
haviors as more important for achieving
goals than male participants.

In terms of age, differences in the strength
of honesty (Kruskal H = 10.91, p < .05) were
found. In relation to the achievement of
goals, consistency between values and beha-
viors was more important for older people
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(age > 55 years) and for intermediate age
(25-45) than for younger people.

characTer sTrenGThs For enrIchInG relaTIon -
shIPs wITh oThers

The major character strengths for develop -
 ing positive relationships with others included
honesty and gratitude (90th percent ile = 75.25).
This result indicates that hav  ing a consistency
between values and behavior and feeling and
expressing gratitude were the key strengths of
character for enriching positive relations with
others. Other character strengths commonly
viewed as important among participants were
social intelligence, humor, love, citizenship,
fairness, and kindness (75th percentile = 72.60).
These results suggest that the ability to reason
with emotional information about oneself or
others; a positive mood; the desire for contact
with others; the preference for collective over
individual interests; the ability to make fair
judgments; and a community-oriented mindset
were considered highly important for develo-
ping healthy relationships with others. 

In a second step, individual differences
according to gender and age were analyzed.
Differences were found by gender, in which
women, compared with men, emphasized
the role of gratitude (81.7% vs 69.6%, 
χ2 = 13.44, p < .01), love (82% vs 66.5%, 
χ2 = 21.42, p < .01), citizenship (77.2% vs
68.2%, χ2 = 7.03, p < .01), fairness (77.5%
vs 67.9%, χ2 = 7.97, p < .01), and kindness
(77.5% vs 67.9%, χ2 = 7.97, p < .01). This
result indicates that women, compared to
men, considered interpersonal relationships
as high ly dependent on feeling grateful,
showing sensitivity towards others, consi-
dering social goals over personal desires, the
ability to make fair judgments and solidarity
towards others.

In terms of differences by age, differences
in the strength of humor (H Kruskal = 9.23,
p < .05) were found. This finding indicates
that a serene and cheerful view of life and an
optimistic mood, even through adversity,
were more important for younger than older
individuals.

characTer sTrenGThs For workInG well wITh
oThers

The analysis of the results indicates that
the major strengths of character for positive
work relationships with others are citizens-
hip and fairness (90th percentile = 76.20).
These findings show that the ability to be a
good co-worker with a strong sense of duty,
especially to the work-team; and fairness
and impartiality, especially in social rela-
tionships, were the key character strengths
to working well with others. Other charac-
ter strengths that were collectively viewed
as important are social intelligence, ho-
nesty, open-mindedness, and humility (75th
percentile = 70.50). This result indicates
that the ability to reason with emotional in-
formation about oneself or others; the con-
sistency between values and behavior; the
ability to change one's beliefs based on in-
formation from the environment; and mo-
desty, especially in relation to others, were
traits considered as highly important to
work with other people.

In a second step, individual differences
based on gender and age were analyzed.
Differences were found by gender, in which
women compared to men favored the cha-
racter strengths of fairness (80.7% vs 71.9%,
χ2 = 7.43, p < .01) and humility (74.3% vs
67%, χ2 = 4.30, p < .05). This result indicates
that women considered that being unbiased
and modest were highly important positive
traits when working with others. No age dif-
ferences were found for any of the character
strengths of the VIA classification.

characTer sTrenGThs For conTrIBUTInG To a
BeTTer coUnTry

The analysis of the results indicates that the
major strengths of character for contributing
to a better country are fairness and honesty
(90th percentile = 77.55). This finding sug -
gests that the ability to make fair decisions and
the consistency between one’s personal values
and behavior are the key character strengths for
contributing to a better country or society.
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Other character strengths viewed as important
included citizenship, bravery, social intel -
ligence, kindness, and persistence (75th per- 
cent ile = 72.05). In essence, the defense of
collective over individual interests; the deci -
sion to voluntary act in potentially risky
situations; the ability to reason with emotional
information about others; the appreciation of
solidarity; and the commitment to efforts
despite difficulties were viewed as important
in forming a better society. 

It was also investigated whether indivi-
dual differences exist according to gender
and age. Women were more likely than men
to emphasize the character strengths of fair-
ness (86.7% vs 77.4%, χ2 = 10.08, p < .01)
and kindness (76.3% vs 68.2%, χ2= 5.66, 
p < .01). This result indicates that women
were more likely than men to view impar-
tiality and solidarity with others as impor-
tant positive traits for contributing to a
better country.

In addition, differences according to age
were noted regarding bravery (Kruskal 
H = 10.07, p < .05) and persistence (Kruskal
H = 11.31, p < .05). These findings suggest
that individuals aged 25 to 35 years, compared
to other age groups, value dedication besides
fears or obstacles and the ability to face risky
situations as important factors in contributing
to a better country.

IMPorTance oF characTer sTrenGThs For lIFe
FUlFIllMenT

Finally, the average percentages of high
support to character strengths for each area
of life fulfillment were calculated (see
Table 2). In general terms, all character
strengths of the VIA classification were con-
sidered important for each of the five areas
(62.35 Total Mean, SD = 13.69). No indivi-
dual differences according to the consider ed
areas were found [F (4, 120) = 1.55, ns].

discussion

The main finding of the current study is
that lay-people consider the strengths of

character from the VIA classification as im-
portant elements for life fulfillment. Most
participants in this study showed a high de-
gree of endorsement (60 to 70%) to each of
the character strengths of the VIA classifi-
cation for all the areas of a fulfilling life,
i.e., achieving personal well-being, accom-
plishing life goals, enriching personal rela-
tionships, working well with others and
contributing to a better country. According
to the data of this study, it can be concluded
that from the point of view of lay-people,
character strengths are not only fundamen-
tal to feel good but also to function well
both in relation to themselves and to the
world (Huppert & So, 2009, 2013). In sum,
assuming ordinary people’s perspective, a
ful filling life cannot be achieved if personal
strengths are not used. 

The results from the present research
extend the findings of a previous study
conduct  ed by Biswas-Diener (2006) who,
applying a similar methodology, found that
character strengths were important and des -
ir able for different cultural groups. The
results presented here not only reinforce
Biswas-Diener’s conclusions, by including
a different cultural group -Latin-American
populations that have often been ignored in
the study of character strengths (Castro
Solano, 2014)- but also extend those find -
ings by showing that from lay-people’s point
of view character strengths are not only
morally and socially desirable but also
fundamental to achieve personal well-being
and positive functioning.

The role of personal beliefs about what is
needed to achieve a fulfilling life, from the
point of view of ordinary people rather than
more objective measures (e.g., assessment of
perceived well-being) is emphasized in this
work. Psychology has widely noted how lay-
conceptions or naive assumptions guide the
way how the information is processed; the
world is understood; and how they influence
the way that others are perceived (Kelly, 1955;
Heider, 1958). More recently, cognitive and
social psychologists highlighted the influence
of these assumptions on the actual human be-
havior (e.g., Ca rey & Smith, 1993; Dweck,
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Chiu, & Hong, 1995; Dweck & Leggett,
1988; Medin, 1989).

It is important to note that honesty appe-
ars an important personal resource for the
five areas of life fulfillment considered in
this study. The participants deemed impor-
tant to be morally honest and consistent
with one-self. These findings are in line
with the result from a previous study (Cas -
tro Solano & Cosentino, 2015) which analy-
zed, by a free-listing procedure, the inter- 
section between laypersons’ naturalistic
ideas about positive traits and the character
strengths classification proposed by Peter -
son and Seligman (2004). That research
found that the character strength honesty
has the higher frequency of admiration re-
ported by ordinary people, along with other
character strengths of the virtue courage
such as persistence and bravery (Castro So -
lano & Cosentino, 2015). In sum, for lay-
people, honesty is not only one of the most
admired character strengths but also one of
the vehicles for a fulfilling life.

When character strengths were grouped
into the six virtues of the classification pro-
posed by Peterson and Seligman (2004), it
was observed that the character strengths
considered as more important (above the
90th percentile) belong mainly to the virtues
of courage and justice. Courage means hav -
ing the willingness to achieve virtuous goals
even when confronting obstacles from the
environment or facing serious risks (Peter son
& Seligman, 2004). These results may be
reinterpreted under the light of Schwartz’s
(2001) theory of values. Accord ing to
Schwartz, values are desirable transsituatio-
nal goals that serve as guiding prin-  ci ples in
people’s lives. In our study, it was found that
participants emphasize for most areas that
contribute to life fulfillment, those strengths
more closely related to the values of self-en-
hancement (e.g., achievement) and openness
to change (e.g., self-direction). This finding
highlights the importance given to individual
interests and the independence of actions.
Similar results were found in a study that ex-
plored the profile of value in a large and na-
tional-wide sample of Argentinean general

population, which showed that self-enhan-
cement was one of the most highly deemed
values (Zu bie ta, Fernández & Sosa, 2012).

Two strengths of character corresponding
to the virtue justice, citizenship and fairness,
were highlighted by the participants. The vir-
tue justice is associated with aspects that pro-
mote a fair life and the belief that rewards are
distributed based on people’s contributions
or the merit that have or deserve (Peter son &
Seligman, 2004). These results are in line
with the findings drawn from Lerner’s (1965,
1998) theory of a just world, which was ap-
plied in a sample with similar socio-demo-
graphic characteristics (Zubieta & Ba rreiro,
2012). This model suggests that the world is
a fair place and people have what they des-
erve. Although this belief is a cognitive bias,
its importance has been highlighted to con-
front disturbing or threatening events faced
by several countries (Furnham, 2003). When
assessing these types of beliefs or biases, the
study conducted in Argentina showed that
people with higher level of education and
greater cultural capital believed that justice
prevails and, consequently, everyone gets
what deserves (Zubieta & Barrei ro, 2012).
Accord ing to these research and the results
of the present study, people highly value jus-
tice as a desirable goal to pursue. 

Strengths of character appeared as impor-
tant elements also for contributing to a bet-
ter country. In this regard, following Keyes'
conception of social well-being, it was con-
sidered that broader social issues were an im-
portant aspect of life fulfillment. Socially
healthier individuals should perceive them-
selves as social resources; should care for
and feel safe in their communities; and
should lead coherent personal lives (Keyes,
2002, 2007). In this sense, fairness and ho-
nesty were the most important character
strengths; these are aspects socially attached
to the concept of social well-being. Overall,
being fair in making judgments and having
a civic consciousness, together with inte-
grity in actions, were important features in
the functioning of society.

Regarding gender differences, results
consistent ly showed that women placed

Folk positive psychology: character and flourishing  

InterdIscIplInarIa, 2016, 33, 1, 65-80 73



more importance on character strengths than
men. This result is consistent with some stu-
dies showing that women generally score
more highly on character strengths, and also
obtain higher self-reported levels than men
(Cosentino, 2011, 2014; Linley et al., 2007;
Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006).

In sum, from people’s point of view, cha-
racter strengths are important to achieve life
fulfillment, and, particularly, those strengths
related to moral integrity and coherence be -
tween feelings and action (e.g., honesty) are
relevant. The intervention that focuses on
strengths has been one of the most empirical -
ly validated positive interventions (Biswas-
Diener, Kashdan & Minhas, 2011; Seligman,
Steen, Park & Peterson, 2005; Sin & Lyubo -
mirsky, 2009). However, most research has
been conducted with English-speak  ing po-
pulations, and research with Latin American
samples is scarce (Castro So lano, 2014).
These results should be taken into account
when designing psychological interventions
culturally adjusted for a particular group.

lIMITaTIons

This study has some limitations. Firstly,
it should be noted that character strengths
were assessed with a self-report procedure
rather than by an objective measure as is
commonly done in the area (e.g., McGrath,
2015; Park et al., 2004). Although this study
is in line with previous studies that suggest
that the use of character strengths is largely
associated with psychological well-being
(Gander, Proyer, Ruch, & Wyss, 2013;
Proctor, Maltby, & Alex, 2011), this work
as well as the previous ones, explore impli-
cit ideas rather than objective assessment of
the strengths of character. However, as pre-
viously discussed, the role of these implicit
assumptions in the actual human behavior
is highlighted.

Regarding the instrument used, it should
be noted that this was not a test or a scale, but
a survey that tried to gather in an objective

manner participants’ point of view. The defi-
nitions provided by the authors of the origi-
nal classification (Peterson & Selig man,
2004) were used to operationalize each cha-
racter strength. As response were in a Likert-
scale format and responses were analyzed at
item-level (that is, one response = 1 item),
positive asymmetry of scores was expected
given the level of responses’ social desirabi-
lity that is usually found in the literature on
character strengths (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005;
Park et al., 2006). Consequently, simple sta-
tistics at frequencies level was used to more
accurately reflect what respondents thought.
For this particular case, running more com-
plex statistics (e.g., parametric), would vio-
late basic statistical assumptions and would
not have been appropriate for the purposes of
study and assessment techniques used, which
were based on the survey methodology.

final conclusion

Overall, positive psychology applies ge-
neric and nonspecific interventions that pay
little attention to individuals’ and partici-
pants’ point of view. Thus, knowing peo-
ple’s implicit ideas and beliefs in regards to
that character strengths that contribute most
to life fulfillment will allow generating
more accurate and culturally adjusted in-
terventions to the particular group in ques-
tion. This knowledge would not only work
as a key motivational element but would
also reinforce the effect of the intervention.

Based on the findings of this research,
future studies experimentally compare the
effectiveness of generic interventions on
character strengths versus interventions fo-
cused on those strengths that the group
under study deems important. Especially, it
is necessary to study Latino populations in
which the efficacy of these interventions
has not been tested yet and little research
has been conducted with this particular
group in relation to this topic.
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TaBle 1
PercenTaGe oF resPonses IndIcaTInG aGreeMenT wITh The sTaTeMenT ThaT characTer sTrenGThs

Favor lIFe FUlFIllMenT, seParaTely PresenTed Under each vIrTUe

Note:

Appreciation: appreciation of beauty and excellence. 

Bold: character strengths located in the top decile. 

Bold & italic: character strengths located in the first quartile. 
a Gender differences. 
b Age differences.                                                                                                                                        Continue
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Character 

strength

Personal 

well-being

Life      

goals

Personal 

relationships

Work 

relationships

Better 

country

Honesty

Zest

Persistence

Bravery

85.00

85.00

73.10

75.40

71.20a,b

76.70 

85.00

66.80

85.00

66.50

42.40

59.10

75.70

70.20

62.40

60.10

85.00

68.90

71.60b

73.10b

Fairness

Citizenship

Leadership

68.00

60.10

47.00

55.50

69.10

69.00

72.60a

72.60a

51.70

85.00a

85.00

69.00

85.00a

73.40

69.60

Love

Kindness

Social Intelligence

85.00a

78.30a

53.70

47.30

50.70

58.80

74.10a

72.60a

75.00

50.80

64.50

76.10

55.60

72.20a

72.30

Open-mindedness

Perspective

Love for learning

Curiosity

Creativity

77.10

64.20

61.30

51.40

58.80

49.30

63.00

63.90

59.50

67.50

66.80

60.00

39.80

38.30

40.50

73.80

61.10

50.20

39.70

53.40

53.70

67.00

64.00

42.20

61.30

Self-regulation

Prudence

Humility

Forgiveness

65.50

58.50

75.50

52.50

85.00

72.50a

60.60

30.70

54.70

55.00 

70.50

50.90

68.60

64.60

70.60a

48.90

64.80

71.00

64.90

49.80

Courage

Justice

Humanity

Wisdom

Temperance



TaBle 1 (conTInUaTIon)
PercenTaGe oF resPonses IndIcaTInG aGreeMenT wITh The sTaTeMenT ThaT characTer sTrenGThs

Favor lIFe FUlFIllMenT, seParaTely PresenTed Under each vIrTUe

Note:

Appreciation: appreciation of beauty and excellence. 

Bold: character strengths located in the top decile. 

Bold & italic: character strengths located in the first quartile. 
a Gender differences. 
b Age differences.

TaBle 2
Mean and sTandard devIaTIon oF PercenTaGes oF endorseMenT To The characTer sTrenGThs For

The FIve areas sTUdIed
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Character

strength

Personal 

well-being

Life       

goals

Personal 

relationships

Work 

relationships

Better 

country

Gratitude

Hope

Humor

Spirituality

Appreciation 

78.30a

82.70a

81.40b

61.40

53.30

50.40

76.10

53.10 

42.90

29.20

85.00a

57.40

74.70b

37.30

31.30

69.70

60.00

69.30

34.60

24.90

59.80

66.20 

49.80

40.20

31.30

Transcendence

Areas M                              SD

Personal well-being

Better country

Work relationships

Personal relationships

Life Goals

68.11 12.34

62.76 12.85

61.38                         13.99

60.45 14.58

59.05 14.71
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