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6.1            Introduction 

    The study of positive personal traits or character strengths did not start with the 
emergence of Positive Psychology, but many decades ago. Indeed, in the early 
twentieth century, the study of moral character was part of the mainstream psychology 
(McCullough & Snyder,  2000 ). At that time, the terms “ character ” and “ personality ” 
were used in similar manner in psychology. Gordon Allport was one of the most 
important driving forces for the exclusion of the term character and its study from 
the psychological fi eld. Instead, he proposed the study of  personality,  i.e., the char-
acteristics of individuals from an objective perspective (Cawley, Martin, & Johnson, 
 2000 ; McCullough & Snyder,  2000 ; Nicholson,  1998 ; Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ). 
Since the 1940s, both the character term and the character study were almost 
removed from psychology. However, at the edge of the twenty-fi rst century, an uni-
fying movement for the study of character emerged, led by the creation of the Values 
in Action Institute (VIA) and the publication of the “Manual of the Sanities” 
(Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ), a book developed as the positive counterpart of the 
manuals of mental disorders. Peterson and Seligman considered the character con-
struct as composed by virtues, strengths and situational themes, in a decreasing 
level of abstraction (see Fig.  6.1 ) and developed a character classifi cation of 24 
character strengths and 6 virtues (see Table  6.1 ).

    The character classifi cation from the Manual of the Sanities has inspired several 
research on the association between positive traits and a wide variety of variables such 
as, genetics (Steger, Hicks, Kashdan, Krueger, & Bouchard,  2007 ), sex and age (Linley 
et al.,  2007 ), social groups (Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2012 ), satisfaction with life 
(Park, Peterson, & Seligman  2004 ), personality (Macdonald, Bore, & Munro,  2008 ), 
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  Fig. 6.1    Several levels of abstraction for the character construct (Note: Theme = situational theme)       

   Table 6.1    Brief defi nitions of strengths of character from the values in action classifi cation 
(Peterson & Seligman,  2004 )   

 Character strength  Brief defi nition 

  Justice  
 Fairness  Make equitable social judgments 
 Leadership  Lead people in harmony to success 
 Teamwork  Engage with a social group 

  Humanity  
 Kindness  Help people without utilitarian motives 
 Love  Be close to people I have affective bounds 
 Social Intelligence  Know what people wish and seek 

  Wisdom and knowledge  
 Perspective  Have a deep judgment on life 
 Creativity  Have original and useful ideas 
 Open-mindedness  Find alternative point of views 
 Love of learning  Find more and better knowledge 
 Curiosity  Have a deep wish to experiment and learn 

  Transcendence  
 Spirituality  Consider life has a meaning beyond oneself 
 Gratitude  Feel and express thanks 
 Hope  Be convinced that everything will be fi ne 
 Humor  Have a cheerful and serene view of life 
 Appreciation  Feel deep emotions with the sublime 

  Temperance  
 Forgiveness  Become benevolent towards the offender 
 Self-regulation  Control own responses to stimuli 
 Prudence  Make decisions carefully 
 Humility  Let one’s achievements speak for themselves 

  Courage  
 Bravery  Do the right thing despite risks 
 Honesty  Practice what I preach 
 Persistence  Complete tasks despite obstacles 
 Zest  Feel alive and effective 

  Note:  Appreciation  appreciation of beauty and excellence,  teamwork  teamwork or citizenship  
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academic performance in college students (Lounsbury, Fisher, Levy, & Welsh,  2009 ), 
academic and military performance in military students (Cosentino & Castro Solano, 
 2012 ), recovery from illness (Peterson, Park, & Seligman,  2006 ), and posttraumatic 
growth (Peterson, Park, Pole, D’Andrea, & Seligman,  2008 ), among cixothers.  

6.2     The Strength of Character Inventory 

 The need to solve a practical problem related to the lack of a scale for studying 
positive traits in Argentina led to the development of a reliable and valid assess-
ment instrument for measuring strengths of character according to Peterson and 
Seligman’s ( 2004 ) classifi cation. 

6.2.1     Justifi cation for the Development of the Strength 
of Character Inventory 

6.2.1.1     Not Available Measurement Instrument 

 We considered several alternatives to solve the problem of not having a reliable and 
valid instrument to assess character strengths of the VIA classifi cation with the 
Argentinean population (Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2008b ). An imaginable solu-
tion was to develop an adaptation of the English or the Spanish version of the instru-
ment developed by Peterson and Seligman ( 2004 ). That is, the Values in Action 
Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) that assess 24 character strengths. However, it was 
decided not to use the VIA-IS because: (a) its length, the VIA-IS consisted of 240 
items that implies monitor participants to prevent the effect of dispersed attention 
(Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ); and, (b) its duration, the VIA-IS demands 1 h approx-
imately with military population (Matthews, Eid, Kelly, Bailey, & Peterson,  2006 ), 
that would not satisfy time constraints for conducting a study with Argentinean 
military population. Thus, it was considered as a reasonable solution to use a brief 
24-item measurement instrument consisting of self-nominations that corresponded 
to the 24 character strengths. These scores tended to converge with its correspond-
ing VIA-IS scale scores (Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ). The developers of VIA-IS 
have warned against the use of self-nominations, because a simple and abstract label 
of a trait could be interpreted in an idiosyncratic manner by participants, while 
explicit expressions of items in a questionnaire, overtly present thoughts, feelings 
and behaviors that correspond to a given strength. Therefore, we aimed to develop 
a short measurement instrument to assess the 24 strengths of the VIA classifi cation 
that exceeded the criticism raised by Peterson and Seligman: (a) it should not be an 
instrument of self-nomination, and (b) it should include thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors representing various manifestations of the character strengths.  
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6.2.1.2     Complex Items 

 In a fi rst approach, we were skeptical about solving the problem of developing a 
short instrument which includes the plethora of thoughts, feelings and behaviors 
that correspond to a given strength, because measurement instruments are usually 
developed in a manner where each item consists of a simple sentence that expresses 
a very specifi c aspect (Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2008b ). However, there is an 
unusual form to construct assessment instruments – developing items that consist of 
paragraphs or sentences. For example, such kind of instruments are used to assess 
personality traits relevant to personality disorders (Harlan & Clark,  1999 ), types of 
attachment (Bartholomew & Horowitz,  1991 ; Hazan & Shaver,  1987 ), or personal-
ity dimensions from the lexical hypothesis (e.g., measurement instruments recently 
developed, Woods & Hampson,  2005 ; or in the origins of the lexical hypothesis, 
Cattell,  1947 ; Fiske,  1949 ; Norman,  1963 ; Norman & Goldberg,  1966 ; Tupes,  1957 ; 
Tupes & Christal,  1958 ,  1961 ). Particularly, the pioneers of lexical hypothesis 
included assessment instruments consisting of complex items in several empirical 
that served as grounded basis for the Big Five personality model. Moreover, instru-
ments of complex items are being used and included in recent studies. For instance, 
Herzog, Hughes, and Jordan ( 2010 ), and Levy and Kelly ( 2010 ) used the Relationship 
Questionnaire (RQ; Bartholomew & Horowitz,  1991 ) to assesses attachment types; 
Stroud, Durbin, Saigal, and Knobloch-Fedders ( 2010 ), and Wilt, Schalet, and Durbin 
( 2010 ) used the Schedule for Nonadaptive and Adaptive Personality Self- Description 
Rating Form (SNAP-SRF; Harlan & Clark,  1999 ) to assesses personality traits; and 
Bäccman and Carlstedt ( 2010 ) and Want, Vickers, and Amos ( 2009 ), included the 
Single-Item Measures of Personality (SIMP; Woods & Hampson,  2005 ) to measure 
the dimensions of the Big Five.  

6.2.1.3     Single Bipolar Items 

 Similarly to the RQ and to the SIMP that present one item per variable, we wanted 
to develop a new tool to assess the VIA character strengths with a minimum length. 
That is, one item assessing only one character strength (Cosentino & Castro Solano, 
 2008b ). Several authors – e.g., Harlan and Clark ( 1999 ), the pioneers of the lexical 
hypothesis mentioned above, and more recently Woods and Hampson ( 2005 ) who 
investigate on this model – used measurement instruments with items that consisted 
of two complex paragraphs or sentences with opposing meaning about personal 
descriptions. Consequently, we chose this procedure for developing items for the 
new instrument to assess character strengths. As a result, we developed 24 bipolar 
paragraph-items consisting of two opposing descriptions. We also had to defi ne the 
characteristics of the item poles of the new instrument to measure the strengths of 
character from the “Manual of the Sanities” (Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2008b ). 
Peterson and Seligman ( 2004 ) had argued that, in all cases, the focus should be 
centered on the positive side of character strengths. Therefore, the assessment 
should be within the positive range, that is, from the maximum presence to a total 
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absence of a given character strength. Consequently, each item should contrast a 
pole of presence with a pole of absence of a given character strength. For instance, 
the description of the presence of kindness would express thoughts, feelings and 
behaviors of a good person as opposed to the description of the characteristics of a 
person without kindness, but not the characteristics of an individual with a persistent 
and pervasive bad attitude.  

6.2.1.4     Item Contents 

 In order to achieve high levels of internal consistency for the contents of each item 
of the new inventory (Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2008b ), the development of 
description of personal characteristics that compose each item had to be subordi-
nated to both rational and empirical constraints. Its content should validly refer to 
one character strength and should reliably be associated with empirical studies. This 
strategy is similar to the procedure used by Harlan and Clark ( 1999 ) to develop the 
SNAP-SRF based on the original SNAP consisting of 375 items; or by Cattell 
( 1947 ), the intellectual father of the Big Five, who at the beginning of the lexical 
approach developed 35 descriptive paragraphs from the empirical and semantic 
analyses of thousands of terms referring to personality traits (Cattell,  1943 ; 
Goldberg,  1993 ). Consequently, with the purpose of developing bipolar items for 
the new instrument, we analyzed consensual defi nitions of the character strengths 
from the “Manual of the Sanities” (Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ) and read question-
naires derived from these defi nitions and classifi cation, such as the English and the 
Spanish versions of the VIA-IS, both online and paper-and-pencil format (Cosentino 
& Castro Solano,  2008b ). Specifi cally, items that correspond to each of the 24 
Revised IPIP-VIA scales (  http://ipip.ori.org/newVIAKey.htm    ) with Cronbach alpha 
>.70 were adapted and used as a reference for developing each of the descriptions 
that represent the presence of a given character strength. 

 Regrading items’ wording, we developed paragraphs with simple vocabulary 
and grammar (Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2008b ). To generate bipolar items, we 
developed for each description of the presence of a given character strength its 
corresponding description of absence of this strength in which the elements of 
the sentence describing presence were semantically denied, trying to maintain 
sequential order, grammatical structure, and lexicon of the original paragraph. 

 Subsequently, we arranged the 24 bipolar items in a counterbalanced manner 
(Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2008b ). Due to this counterbalance, half of the 
items would be directly scored and the other half would be reversely scored. 
Finally, we added below each bipolar item, a 5-point Likert scale where participants 
had to indicate the degree of agreement with one or the other description, i.e., to 
the description of an individual with presence of a particular strength or the 
description of an individual without that strength. We named the new measure-
ment instrument as ‘Strength of Character Inventory’ (SCI, IVyF in Spanish). 
Table  6.2  shows an example of the item that measures the character strength of 
persistence.
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6.2.2         General Characteristics of the Strength 
of Character Inventory 

 Due to the characteristics outlined above, the SCI is an instrument composed 
of global direct self-rating items. Paulhus and Vazire ( 2007 ) considered this type 
of inventories as the simplest form of self-report, and its central features are 
clarity —   high face validity— and simplicity. In this sense, Burisch ( 1984 ) has argued 
that there is consistent empirical evidence, not broadly known, that demonstrates that 
self-rating instruments are, in general, more valid than questionnaires. Moreover, 
there are other positive aspects of the short self-rating instruments, such as direct 
communicability; economy in construction and application; and quickness to be 
fi lled out by the respondents, implying lower levels of fatigue and boredom for 
research participants (Burisch,  1984 ; Paulhus & Vazire,  2007 ; Robins, Hendin, & 
Trzesniewski,  2001 ). 

 In sum, the SCI consisting of 24 bipolar paragraphs-items, has a 10 % item- 
length in comparison to VIA-IS, and solve the problem of item interpretation 
explained by Peterson and Seligman ( 2004 ) in relation to short measurement 
instruments. Moreover, the SCI presents validity and internal consistency of its 
contents. 

 The SCI was administered to a pilot sample of 48 third-year cadets of the 
Argentine Army. Generally, cadets fi lled out the measurement instrument in less 
than 30 min and properly understood the items and the structure of the inventory. 
Subsequently, the instrument was administered to two different groups of college 
students obtaining similar results.  

6.2.3     Psychometric Properties of the Strength 
of Character Inventory 

 In the next paragraphs it is shown that, despite being a short measurement instru-
ment, the SCI presents psychometric characteristics similar to the psychometric 
characteristics observed for VIA-IS of 240 items. 

   Table 6.2    Persistence bipolar item of the strength of character inventory (translated)   

 When I work, I get distracted and leave 
my work unfi nished. Since I quickly 
pull out, if an obstacle appears I do not 
tend to keep doing what I had decided 
to do until I fi nish it. So, there are things 
that I begin that I leave unfi nished. 
Moreover, I do not set goals in life. 

 When I work, I do not get distracted and do 
not leave my work unfi nished. Since I do 
not quickly pull out, if an obstacle appears 
I tend to keep doing what I had decided to 
do until I fi nish it. So, there are not things 
that I begin that I leave unfi nished. 
Moreover, I set goals in life. 
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6.2.3.1     Reliability 

 Firstly, a Cronbach alpha of .85 was found for the scores of the 24 items that measure 
the 24 character strengths of VIA classifi cation (cf. Macdonald et al.,  2008 ) in a 
general population sample of 781 individuals (453 women), with a mean age of 
40.9 years,  SD  = 16.7 (Cosentino,  2011 ). This result is similar to the median internal 
consistency of .77 – with a range from .71 to .90 – observed for a VIA-IS German 
adaptation (Ruch et al.,  2010 ). It should be highlighted that Cronbach alpha is not 
necessarily a measure of the dimensionality of participant responses nor indicates 
the degree to which we are measuring a single construct. However, it is considered 
an indicator of how participants’ responses are associated —i.e., covary— (Helms, 
Henze, Sass, & Mifsud,  2006 ). Furthermore, no internal consistency indexes can be 
calculated for a given strength because the SCI consisted of one item per strength. 
Consequently, test-retest correlations, which represent the temporal stability of 
scores, are relevant for assessing the reliability of the SCI (Gosling, Rentfrow, & 
Swann,  2003 ). The median test-retest correlations for 3 weeks for the SCI was 
 r  = .79, ranging from .72 to .92, in a sample of 123 individuals (70 women), with a 
mean age of 37.8 years,  SD  = 15.6 (Cosentino,  2011 ). These indexes of temporal 
stability are similar to the test-retest correlations observed for the VIA-IS German 
adaptation:  Mdn  = .78, ranging from .69 to .87 (Ruch et al.,  2010 ).  

6.2.3.2     Evidence of Validity 

   Relationships Between the Strength of Character Inventory 
and the Satisfaction with Life Scale 

 It was proposed that, by defi nition, the character strengths contribute to fulfi llment, 
satisfaction and happiness in a broad sense (Park et al.,  2004 ; Peterson & Seligman, 
 2004 ). Park et al. have found that all character strengths were directly related to life 
satisfaction, even after controlling for sex, age, and citizenship (nationality), with a 
 Mdn  of  r  = .25, with a range from .05 to .53. Similarly, Cosentino ( 2011 ) found that 
all strengths of character (except humility) as measured by the SCI are directly 
associated with life satisfaction, even after controlling for age and sex,  Mdn  of 
 r  = .25, ranging from .13 to .57. Moreover, both studies have the same seven character 
strengths with the highest partial correlations with life satisfaction: gratitude, 
curiosity, vitality, hope, persistence, love and perspective.  

   Relationships Between the Strength of Character Inventory 
with the Big Five Inventory 

 Peterson and Seligman ( 2004 ) have posited that it is very important to consider 
the relationships between the VIA character classification and the Big Five 
personality model – developed from the convergence of words related to the 

6 Character Strengths: Measurement and Studies in Argentina with Military…



118

personal characteristics (Goldberg,  1993 ) – because it makes meaningful the 
VIA classifi cation. Using the SCI, Cosentino ( 2011 ) study character strengths – 
presented between dashes – associated with the Big Five factors. He found posi-
tive relationships with at least medium effect sizes between: (a) all the associations 
of character strengths with conscientiousness —persistence, zest,  self-regulation, 
hope, honesty—, agreeableness —kindness, fairness, forgiveness, prudence—
and emotional stability —hope—; (b) almost all the associations with openness 
to experience —creativity, love of learning, and appreciation of beauty and 
excellence—; and (c) most of the associations with extraversion. —social 
 intelligence, humor and bravery—. The associations found between character 
strengths measured with the SCI and the factors of the BFI are similar to the 
empirical results of the relationship between the character strengths of VIA clas-
sifi cation and the Big Five factors showed by    Peterson and Park ( 2004 ), and the 
results found by MacDonald et al. ( 2008 ).  

   Relationships Between the Strength of Character Inventory 
and the Social Desirability Scale 

 When individuals describe themselves with culturally appropriate and acceptable —
i.e., socially desirable— characteristics, as the strengths of character, some 
researchers conjecture a possible relationship with the social desirability construct 
(Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2008a ; Crowne & Marlowe,  1964 ). Peterson and 
Seligman ( 2004 ) have argued that the character strengths are socially desirable. 
However, these authors have surprisingly sustained that character strengths do not 
correlate with social desirability. It seems more reasonable to assume that if, by 
defi nition, the character strengths are socially desirable; consequently the strengths 
should tend, in general, to show associations with social desirability. This conclu-
sion can be supported by the results of two studies that showed that more than the 
half of the character traits are associated with social desirability (Macdonald et al., 
 2008 ; Sarros & Cooper,  2006 ), and an investigation with adolescents that founded 
similar results (Osin,  2009 ). In relation to the SCI, all strengths were founded 
positively associated ( Mdn  of  r  = .26 ,  in the range from .11 to .39) with social 
desirability measured with an Argentinean adaptation of Marlowe-Crowne Social 
Desirability Scale in a sample of 781 individuals from the Argentina general popula-
tion (Cosentino,  2011 ).   

6.2.3.3    Convergence with Objective Assessment 

 Cosentino ( 2011 ) studied the relationship between self-report character strength 
scores and the scores of an objective assessment on this topic. A total of 178 people 
(99 women) – with a mean age of 32.9 years ( SD  = 11.6) – fi lled out the SCI, while 
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178 participants set as observers (95 women) – with a mean age of 32.5 years 
( SD  = 11.3) – fi lled out the SCI in reporting format. Observers had a social bond 
with the observed participants, they mostly were couples, friends, or family and had 
known each other for a mean of 13 years ( SD  = 12.4). Correlations between the SCI 
scores and the SCI informant-form scores showed a mean of  r  = .49, ranging from .35 
(integrity) to .75 (spirituality). These coeffi cients are similar to, and somewhat higher 
than, those found by Ruch et al. ( 2010 ), which showed a median correlation of .40 
between the VIA-IS scores and the peer format VIA-IS scores. In particular, both 
studies agree on the strongest —spirituality and love of learning— and weakest —
honesty— score convergences.    

6.3     Character Strengths in Argentina Population 

6.3.1     Character Strengths in General Population of Argentina 

 Samples from different countries have shown sex and age differences in character 
strengths (e.g., Linley et al.,  2007 ; Ruch et al.,  2010 ). Therefore, a study was 
conducted to determine sex and age differences in strengths of character with 
Argentinean population. 

 Firstly, I studied the relationship between character strengths and age, including 
sex as a covariate (Cosentino,  2011 ). In general, results showed that the more the 
age, the greater the character strength presence. More specifi cally, age is associated 
with 12 strengths with small-to-medium correlations. There was a positive association 
between age and character strengths of prudence, spirituality, self-regulation, 
honesty, appreciation, humility, fairness, gratitude, perspective, persistence and 
forgiveness; while negative association were found for age and humor. Age also 
showed positive associations with the character strengths of zest, open-mindedness, 
and hope, with less than small effect sizes. 

 I also analyzed the differences in character strengths by sex, using age as a 
covariate (Cosentino,  2011 ). In general, it was observed sex differences in 
strengths of character, and specifi cally, it was observed that women scored higher 
than men did on character strengths as follows: fi rstly, on spirituality, forgiveness, 
kindness, honesty, and love with small-to-medium effect sizes; secondly, on grati-
tude, humility, love of learning, and fairness with less than small effect sizes. 
However, in creativity, men scored higher than women with a small-to-medium 
effect size. Results of a descriptive discriminant analysis showed that women 
clearly present higher levels of spirituality, forgiveness, kindness, and honesty 
than men, but also lower levels of creativity than their counterparts. These results 
are consistent with the character strengths that shown higher effect sizes in the 
univariate analyses.  
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6.3.2     Comparison of Character Strengths Between Civilian 
and Military Population of Argentina 

 Military population is a very interesting group to be studied from the perspective of 
positive psychology. The Army could be considered as a positive institution because 
this institution selects individuals with positive traits or stimulates the development 
of positive traits among its members. Actually, the character is an issue of particular 
importance in the military fi eld. Firstly, the military doctrine (Ejército Argentino, 
 1990 ) and military individuals (Casullo & Castro Solano,  2003 ) propose that military 
leaders must have characteristics that are similar to some of the character strengths 
of the Peterson and Seligman’s ( 2004 ) classifi cation. Secondly, students’ character 
traits are assessed in the military academy. In contrast to the usual civilian university, 
the military academy assign a grade for personal characteristics (or positive traits) 
that is included into the global assessment of cadets’ performance, having a signifi cant 
role for cadets’ stay at the military college (Cosentino,  2011 ). 

 In view of the importance of positive personal traits for the military area, 
Cosentino ( 2011 ) hypothesized that (a) military college students present higher 
positive traits than civilian college students; (b) military students close to the course 
fi nalization at the military college (“seniors”) differ in their positive traits from 
cadets who recently enter to the college (“freshman”); and (c) positive traits are 
associated with performance at the military academy – mainly focusing on the last 
year of courses – because military students who exhibit higher performance had the 
best adaptation to the entire educational program. 

 Cosentino ( 2011 ) compared the VIA character strengths between military and 
civilian samples, balanced by age, sex (male), and training (all study years were pro-
portionally present). Results of univariate analyses with social desirability as a covari-
ate are shown in Table  6.3 . A descriptive discriminant analysis showed that spirituality 
clearly maximizes the separation between military and civilian student samples.

   The evident higher presence of spirituality in military students in comparison to 
civilian students (Cosentino,  2011 ; Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2012 ) is consistent 
with results from a study on values conducted in the same military academy. This study 

  Table 6.3    Relatively higher 
character strengths of the 
Peterson and Seligman’s 
( 2004 ) classifi cation in the 
comparison between military 
and civilian students  

 Military  Civilian 

  Spirituality   Appreciation of beauty and excellence 
 Social Intelligence 
 Love 
 Prudence 
 Humility 
 Self-regulation 
 Leadership 

  Note: The character strengths showed in this table have small-
to- medium effect sizes, with the exception of the character 
strength in  bold  that has a close-to-large effect size  
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showed that military individuals more strongly agree to tradition and conformity type 
of values from the Schwartz’s theory than civilian individuals (Castro Solano & Nader, 
 2006 ; see Schwartz,  2006 , for a summary of his theory). Consistently, results of a meta-
analysis of studies from 15 countries of monotheistic religious traditions, such as 
Argentina (Mallimaci, Esquivel, & Irrazábal,  2008 ), showed that religious individuals 
mainly agree with that same types of values (Saroglou, Delpierre, & Dernelle,  2004 ). 
Finally, the higher presence of spirituality in military students in comparison to civilian 
students is also compatible with the military doctrine, as spirituality is considered 
an important characteristic to ensure an effective leadership and a crucial aspect for 
leadership at critical moments (Ejército Argentino,  1990 ). 

 Both, the results of the study conducted in Argentina and the results of Matthews 
et al. ( 2006 ) research in the U.S. consistently show that military students score 
higher than civilian students in several character strengths. Despite the differences 
between the Argentina military academy (Castro Solano,  2005 ) and the West Point 
academy (Alberts,  2009 ; Matthews,  2008 ), military doctrines from both Argentina 
and the U.S. support moral virtues for the military leadership (Department of the 
Army,  1999 ; Ejército Argentino,  1990 ; Matthews et al.,  2006 ). Thus, it seems that 
moral virtues for leadership are the key factors underlying the similar results 
observed in both studies when comparing military and civilian populations.  

6.3.3     Comparison of Character Strengths 
Among Military Students 

 Because positive traits are so intensely valued by military academies and military 
students generally present higher character strengths in comparison to civilian 
students, some question arises: Do individuals with high positive traits tend to enter 
to military academies or do they develop their character strengths at the military 
academy? I tried to answer this question by comparing character strengths between 
freshman and senior military students. It was hypothesized that differences in posi-
tive traits between freshmen and seniors will be interpreted as a modifi cation of 
positive traits due to their stay at the military academy. 

 A sample of male cadets was selected from the fi rst and the last year of the course 
(Cosentino,  2011 ; Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2012 ). Results from univariate analyses, 
including social desirability as a covariate, showed that seniors cadets score lower on 
the character strengths of kindness and teamwork, and score higher on forgiveness 
than freshmen. More profoundly, a descriptive discriminant analysis showed that 
seniors clearly present lower levels of kindness and teamwork than freshmen. This 
difference between freshman and senior military students is consistent with the 
implicit leadership theories (TILs) of military students before and during their role as 
a leader at the military academy (Castro Solano,  2006 ; Castro Solano & Nader,  2008 ). 
The TILs of military cadets who had a role as a leader were less cooperative and more 
egocentric. Consequently, it was hypothesized that cadets have a mental image of a 
leader that is consistent with the traits they actually have as military leaders. 
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 Due to, fi rstly, military students score in general higher on character strengths when 
compared to civilian students, and secondly, the differences in character strengths 
between freshman and senior military students are not present when military and 
civilian students are compared, I hypothesized that people with higher positive traits 
tend to enter in the military academy, having a subsequent adjustment of these character 
strengths while staying at the military organization (Cosentino,  2011 ; Cosentino & 
Castro Solano,  2012 ). Additionally, this hypothesis is consistent with the idea of 
character strengths as stable and malleable aspects (Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ).   

6.4     Character Strengths and Academic Performance 

 For decades, performance was a widely studied variable in psychology. Predictors 
of academic performance are classifi ed as intellectual factors and non-intellectual 
factors (Castro Solano,  2005 ). Analytical intelligence was traditionally considered 
as a performance predictor in educational military programs, but more recently 
other variables were included into the network of performance predictors. Several 
studies have found that non-intellectual factors predict the performance of military 
and college students. Specifi cally, it was found that personality, practical intelli-
gence, and motivational characteristics are predictors of military performance of 
Argentinean cadets (Benatuil & Castro Solano,  2007 ; Castro Solano,  2005 ; Castro 
Solano & Casullo,  2001 ; Castro Solano & Fernández Liporace,  2005 ). 

 The positive character traits can be considered as non-intellectual factors. Based 
on the VIA classifi cation of character (Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ), a study that 
used self-reported mean for grades of college students showed that 16 character 
strengths were associated with academic performance in civilian population 
(Lounsbury et al.,  2009 ). Moreover, an article reported that perseverance, prudence, 
and love were associated to higher grades in students (Peterson & Park,  2006 ). 
Although there are no many articles on the relationship between VIA character 
strengths and military performance, one article specifi cally reported that the character 
strength of love predicted accomplishments as a leader in U.S. military academy 
cadets (Peterson & Park). 

 Cosentino and Castro Solano ( 2012 ) studied the relationship between VIA 
character strengths and objective performance, i.e., grades obtained from the records 
of an Argentinean military college. They considered two types of performance: 
academic (similar to academic performance for students in civilian colleges) and 
military (specifi c for military students). In order to evaluate the military perfor-
mance, an averaged score was calculated with (a) the grades assigned by offi cers who 
assess several aspects of cadets performance through observation of indicators —
such as behavior, military personality, fi eld exercises, ability to lead, among 
others—, and (b) the grades assigned by military professors who teach theoretical 
issues on specifi c military subjects —such as tactics, explosives, among others—. 

 To study whether the VIA character strengths would predict military and 
academic performance, these relationships were analyzed in freshman and in senior 
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military student samples, respectively (Cosentino,  2011 ; Cosentino & Castro 
Solano,  2012 ). Results of these analyses showed that, in general, the strengths of 
character are associated to performance. These observed results support once again 
a general hypothesis that states that non-intellectual factors are associated to perfor-
mance and a particular hypothesis that maintain specifi cally this association for 
college military population. However, the results were mixed: simple correlation 
coeffi cients showed that both academic and military performance (a) are positively 
associated with the character strengths of love of learning and leadership, while are 
negatively associated with the character strength of fairness in freshmen, and (b) are 
positively associated with the character strength of persistence in senior students. 

 Another procedure was conducted to study the relationships between character 
strengths and performances in military students. Cadets with grades above the 70th 
percentile (high performance) and cadets with grades below the 30th percentile (low 
performance) were selected to constitute high and low performance groups for the 
fi rst and for the last year samples. This method was used for both academic and 
military performance (Cosentino,  2011 ; Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2012 ). 

 A descriptive discriminant analysis showed that, in general, the character strength 
of fairness makes a consistent contribution to the separation between groups of high 
and low performance in both academic and military performance, in fi rst year mili-
tary sample (Cosentino,  2011 ; Cosentino & Castro Solano,  2012 ). Particularly, the 
results showed that (a) for academic performance, high performance group score 
lower in fairness but higher in love of learning than the low performance group; and 
(b) for military performance, the high performance group score lower in fairness 
than the low performance group. 

 The pattern of results for the relationships between the character strengths and both 
academic and military performance for the last year sample is clearly different from 
the pattern of results for the fi rst year sample (Cosentino,  2011 ; Cosentino & Castro 
Solano,  2012 ). Both academic and military performance and the character strength of 
persistence reliably separates between the high and the low performance groups in the 
last year courses. That is, cadets with high performance report higher character 
strength of persistence in comparison to cadets with low performance. I assumed that 
seniors with higher performance not only show the best adaptation to the military 
academy but also show the best closeness with the ideal military leader that the military 
institution supports.  

6.5     Summary 

 The SCI is a short self-report consisted of 24 items to measure the VIA classifi cation 
of character strengths (Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ), which items refl ects a wide 
range of manifestations of the character strengths in thoughts, feelings and behav-
iors. A short instrument for measuring character strengths meets the needs of many 
researchers who are looking for quicker assessments that imply lower levels of 
fatigue for individuals. 
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 The comparison in character strengths between military and civilian students 
showed that military students generally have higher levels of character strengths 
than civilian students. This difference appears to refl ect the emphasis that military 
doctrine places on the positive traits for their future military leaders. 

 Although the character strengths are not defi ned on the basis of outcome vari-
ables (Peterson & Seligman,  2004 ), it is interesting to know what and how positive 
traits are related to the outcome variables because, among other reasons, they could 
be part of a network of predictor variables. Empirical studies show that character 
strengths are related to academic and military performance of military students in 
Argentina. An interesting fi nding was that freshman and senior cadets’ performance 
at the military academy in Argentina are mixed: character strengths are both 
positively and negatively related to performance. Consequently, these mixed results 
indicate that is necessary to avoid the tendency to overgeneralize across samples. 
Instead of assuming that anything positive is always positive, it could be better to 
assume that what is considered as a strength in a particular environment could function 
as a weakness in another, and vice versa (Aspinwall and Staudinger,  2003 ). In other 
words, the association between the character strengths and the outcome variables 
could vary across populations and contexts.     
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