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Abstract

Character strengths are positively valued traits that are expected to contribute to the good
life (Peterson and Seligman 2004). Numerous studies have confirmed their robust rela-
tionships with subjective or hedonic well-being. Seligman (2011) provided a new frame-
work of well-being suggesting five dimensions that encompass both hedonic and
eudemonic aspects of well-being: positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships,
meaning and accomplishment (forming the acronym PERMA). However, the role of
character strengths has not been studied so far in this framework. Also, most studies on the
relationships between character strengths and well-being only have only relied on self-
reports. This set of two studies examines the relationships of character strengths and the
orientations to well-being in two cross-sectional studies (Study 1: N=15521), while also
taking informant-reports into account and utilizing different questionnaires to control for a
possible method bias (Study 2: N =172). Participants completed validated assessments of
character strengths and the PERMA dimensions (self-reports in Study 1, self- and
informant-reports in Study 2). Results showed that in self-reports, all strengths were
positively related to all PERMA dimensions, but there were differences in the size of
the relationships. Accomplishment, for example, showed the strongest associations with
strengths such as perspective, persistence, and zest, whereas for positive relationships,
strengths such as teamwork, love, and kindness were the best predictors. These findings
were largely confirmed by informant-reports in Study 2. The findings provide further
support for the notion that character contributes to well-being and they could guide the
development of strengths-based interventions tailored to individual needs.
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Introduction

Character strengths are stable traits and represent the positively valued part of person-
ality, in comparison to neutral (such as in the Big Five; John and Srivastava 1999) or
negative concepts (such as in maladaptive personality traits; Krueger et al. 2012). By
definition, character strengths are expected to contribute to the good life, for oneself and
others (Peterson and Seligman 2004). Numerous studies have examined the relation-
ships of character strengths with different indicators of the good life, such as hedonic
well-being (Berthold and Ruch 2014; Martinez-Marti and Ruch 2017a; Ruch et al.
2010b; see also Baumann et al. 2019 in this special issue), eudemonic well-being
(Goodman et al. 2017), and different orientations to well-being (Buschor et al. 2013;
Peterson et al. 2007). However, research in this area has so far neglected two important
issues. Firstly, while there are few studies on the associations of character strengths
with the presence of well-being (Hausler et al. 2017), no study so far has examined the
relationships of strengths with a comprehensive, current model of different orientations
to well-being. Secondly, almost all studies so far have relied on self-reports and their
results are therefore susceptible to common method bias. We aim at addressing these
two issues by examining the associations of character strengths with the orientations to
a comprehensive framework of well-being: The orientations to positive emotions,
engagement, positive relationships, meaning, and accomplishment (i.e., the PERMA
dimensions in Seligman’s 2011 well-being theory) while considering both self- and
informant-reports in two studies.

Character Strengths

The study of positive traits (i.e., character) has been largely neglected within personality
psychology for a long time: Since Allport’s (1921) suggestion that psychology should be
focusing on neutral descriptions of behaviors, only few endeavors were undertaken to
create a comprehensive system of positive traits. With the beginning of the new century,
interest in the study of character has risen again, and Peterson and Seligman (2004) have
provided the currently most influential model of character with their Values-in-Action
(VIA) classification of strengths (see Hofer et al. 2019 in this special issue).

The VIA classification encompasses 24 positive traits, so called character strengths. It
does not represent a factorial model (such as the Big Five), but a list of traits that were
derived from a variety of sources in different fields (including psychology, psychiatry,
youth development, and philosophy; see Ruch and Proyer 2015) and that have empiri-
cally been shown to contribute to a positive life. Nonetheless, various factorial models
based on the VIA-IS, the instrument for the assessment of the 24 character strengths, have
been suggested (e.g., McGrath 2014). Based on theoretical assumptions, the character
strengths are assigned to six ubiquitous virtues, wisdom and knowledge, courage,
humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence (see Ruch and Proyer 2015, for an
empirical test of this assignment). In order to be included in the classification, a potential
strength had to meet most of ten criteria (Peterson and Seligman 2004). The first of these
criteria states that “A strength contributes to various fulfillments that constitute the good
life, for oneself and for others” (Peterson and Seligman 2004; p. 17). This study will
supplement data that tests this first criterion as it is expected that all strengths will be
positively related to facets of well-being (used as a proxy for the good life).
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Orientations to Well-Being

There are numerous approaches on how a good life or well-being should be concep-
tualized or measured (see Huta and Waterman 2014). Most current psychological
models agree that well-being entails both hedonic (as in happiness, life satisfaction,
and the presence of positive and the absence of negative affect) and eudemonic
components (indicators of positive psychological functioning, such as having a sense
of meaning, or positive relationships to other people). Although current models do not
agree on the number, terminology or specific content of the components of well-being,
they show a considerable overlap. One of the more recent models comprising both,
hedonic and eudemonic aspects, is Seligman’s (2011) well-being theory. He argues that
there are five distinct dimensions of well-being that are pursued for their own sake:
Positive emotions, engagement (i.e., being often completely focused and losing the
track of time, as in flow experiences; cf. Csikszentmihalyi 1990), positive relationships
(i.e., having close interpersonal relationships), meaning (i.e., having a sense of purpose
in life), and accomplishment (i.e., having ambitions, goals, and experiencing mastery);
forming the acronym PERMA.

Butler and Kern (2016) provided an instrument for the assessment of the presence of
the PERMA dimensions, and showed that all dimensions strongly relate to other
indicators of well-being. Further, there are studies suggesting that also the pursuit of
each of the PERMA dimensions is positively related to well-being. Peterson et al.
(2005b) developed the Orientations to Happiness questionnaire for the assessment of
the components of the predecessor of Seligman’s well-being theory, the authentic
happiness theory (Seligman 2002), comprising the orientation to pleasure (i.e., the
pursuit of positive emotions), engagement, and meaning. Gander et al. (2017) extended
this instrument by adding two scales for the assessment of the orientations to positive
relationships and accomplishment. They showed that all orientations to the PERMA
dimensions are positively related but still distinguishable and go along with a broad
array of indicators of well-being and positive psychological functioning. Further, it has
been shown in an intervention study that focusing on each of the PERMA dimensions
goes along with an increase in well-being, thus suggesting causal relationships between
the pursuit of PERMA and well-being (Gander et al. 2016).

While Seligman (2011) described the five orientations to well-being as components
of global well-being, the PERMA framework has also been applied to various settings,
such as the education sector (e.g., Norrish et al. 2013) or in the work context (e.g.,
Slavin et al. 2012). In fact, the three elements of the authentic happiness theory are
relevant across a broad range of work-related variables (e.g., Johnston et al. 2013;
Martinez-Marti and Ruch 2017b; Proyer et al. 2012).

Character Strengths and Orientations to Well-Being

Previous studies examining the associations between character strengths and the
presence of flourishing (using the conceptualization of flourishing suggested by Su
et al. 2014, that allows for distinguishing between subjective and psychological well-
being, and eighteen facets of well-being) reported strong relationships of character
strengths with both, subjective and psychological well-being, with stronger relation-
ships for the latter (Hausler et al. 2017).
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Since character strengths are assumed to contribute to fulfillments, they are also
expected to contribute to the direct pursuit of well-being. Seligman (2011) suggested
that the “twenty-four strengths underpin all five elements” (p. 24) of PERMA. Thus,
character should positively relate to the pursuit of all (effective) strategies for attaining
well-being. Certain strengths might be predictive of specific strategies, whereas other
strengths might be predictive of multiple strategies. Further, strengths have been found
to be a valuable starting point for interventions that aim at increasing well-being (e.g.,
Ghielen et al. 2017; Norrish et al. 2013).

Peterson and colleagues (Peterson et al. 2007) were the first to investigate the
links between character strengths and the orientations to happiness (i.e., the
pursuit of pleasure/positive emotions, engagement, and meaning) empirically.
They found that most character strengths showed positive correlations with all
three orientations to happiness. However, there were also differential effects: The
numerically highest correlations with the orientation to pleasure were reported for
the strengths of hope, zest, and humor. The orientation to engagement showed the
numerically highest correlations with zest, curiosity, hope, and persistence.
Finally, the orientation to meaning showed the numerically highest correlations
with spirituality and gratitude.

Buschor et al. (2013) provide support for these relations by examining the associ-
ations of self- and informant-rated character strengths (i.e., ratings by close others) with
self-ratings of the orientations to happiness. Whereas they also found positive relations
of most self-rated character strengths to all orientations, five strengths contributed to all
orientations in informant-ratings: hope, zest, curiosity, love of learning, and creativity.
These associations are particularly robust, as they can not be explained by a potential
shared method bias. Again, there were also differential effects: Across both self- and
informant-ratings, pleasure related strongest to hope, zest, curiosity, humor, and brav-
ery; engagement was mostly related to hope, zest, curiosity, humor, creativity, love of
learning, and persistence; while meaning showed the strongest relationships to spiritu-
ality, hope, curiosity, gratitude, creativity, leadership, and love of learning.

Thus far, no study has examined the relationships between character strengths with
the orientations to all PERMA dimensions to the best of our knowledge. Further,
ratings of one’s orientations to well-being by knowledgeable others have never been
considered. This analysis will provide a fuller evaluation of the association between
strengths and well-being and their overlap. We will also replicate and extend findings
on the association between the pursuit of pleasure, engagement and meaning (Buschor
et al. 2013; Peterson et al. 2007) with character strengths, and also include the pursuit of
positive relationships and accomplishment.

Aims and Overview of Studies

We present two studies that investigate the relationships between character
strengths and the orientations to all five dimensions of Seligman’s (2011) well-
being theory, which we refer to as orientations to well-being. In Study 1, we
examine these relationships through self-ratings, by applying both a variable-
centered and a person-centered approach. In Study 2, we extend these findings by
also taking informant-ratings of both character strengths and the orientations to
well-being into account.
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Study 1

Peterson et al. (2005b) suggested studying whether the interaction of the orientations to
pleasure, engagement, and meaning relates to well-being beyond the mere effects of
each of the dimensions alone. They distinguished between participants low in all three
orientations to happiness and characterized them as those with the lowest life satisfac-
tion (“empty life”), while participants high in all three scales were characterized by the
highest life satisfaction (“full life”). Taking this idea further, Kav¢i¢ and Avsec (2014)
presented an analysis based on a person-centered approach. In a cluster analysis they
identified four clusters: 1) full life (high scores in all three dimensions), 2) pleasurable
life (high scores in pleasure, average scores in engagement, and low scores in meaning),
3) meaningful life (low scores in pleasure, average scores in engagement, and high
scores in meaning), and 4) empty life (low scores in all three dimensions). These results
could largely be replicated in a sample from seven different countries (Avsec et al.
2016). For most countries, Avsec et al. (2016) reported higher scores in well-being for
those with a full life than for those with empty lives, whereas those with pleasurable
and meaningful lives were in between, and in most cases not distinguishable from each
other with regard to well-being.

In Study 1, we examine the relationships between character strengths and the
orientations to the PERMA dimensions in a variable-centered and a person-centered
approach. For the former approach, we analyzed the relationships among the dimen-
sions and expected to replicate previous findings; namely, positive associations of
character strengths to most orientations to well-being, and particularly strong correla-
tions for specific strengths-orientation relationships (e.g., pleasure with humor, engage-
ment with persistence, and meaning with spirituality). For the orientations to positive
relationships, we expected the strongest relationships for those strengths that “involve
tending and befriending others” (Peterson and Seligman 2004; p. 29), namely love,
social intelligence, and kindness, and teamwork. For the orientation to accomplishment,
we expected the strongest relationships for the strengths of persistence, curiosity, love
of learning, zest, and hope, and self-regulation — since we expected these strengths to
go along with having and pursuing ambitions and goals. For the person-centered
approach, we compared the mean levels of strengths of different prototypes of people
with regard to the PERMA dimensions (i.e., people showing specific configurations of
the PERMA dimensions). This approach was conducted on an exploratory basis.

Method
Participants

The sample consisted of N=5521 (78.4% female) participants. Their mean age was
45.48 years (SD = 12.01), ranging from 18 to 86 years. The majority of the participants
(71.9%) indicated living in Germany, 13.8% in Switzerland, 11.1% in Austria, and
2.9% in other countries. Regarding their highest level of education, 0.1% indicated
having left school without obtaining a degree, 3.5% having completed secondary
school, 18.0% having completed vocational training, 19.4% having a school degree
that allowed them to attend university, and 59.0% having completed a university
degree. Most participants (72.8%) were currently employed or self-employed, 8.5%
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were students, attending school, vocational training, military service, or an internship,
15.3% were currently not working (e.g., retired or looking for a job), and 3.4% did not
answer the question on their employment status.

Instruments

The VIA-IS (Peterson et al. 2005a; in the German adaption by Ruch et al. 2010b) is the
standard instrument for the assessment of the 24 character strengths (10 items per
strength) of the VIA classification (Peterson and Seligman 2004) in the German-
speaking area. All items are positively keyed and answered on a 5-point Likert-style
scale (from 5 = “very much like me” to 1 = “very much unlike me”). A sample item is
“I find the world a very interesting place” (curiosity). The German version of the VIA-
IS has often been used in research studies that supported its sound psychometric
properties (e.g., Martinez-Marti and Ruch 2017a; Ruch et al. 2017). Internal consis-
tencies in the present study were satisfactory and ranged from «=.72 (kindness) to
o =.91 (spirituality), median: oc=.79.

The Orientations to Happiness questionnaire (OTH; Peterson et al. 2005b; in the
German adaption by Ruch et al. 2010a) is a 18 item self-report questionnaire for the
assessment of three approaches to well-being as suggested in Seligman’s (2002) au-
thentic happiness theory: the pursuit of pleasure, the pursuit of engagement, and the
pursuit of meaning (6 items per scale). All items in the OTH are positively keyed and use
a 5-point Likert-style scale (from 1 = “very much unlike me” to 5 = “very much like
me”). A sample item is “I seek out situations that challenge my skills and abilities”
(engagement). The OTH has been frequently used in research in diverse settings (e.g.,
Isler and Newland 2017; Martinez-Marti and Ruch 2017b; Proyer et al. 2016). As
suggested by Gander et al. (2017), each OTH scale was shortened by one item when
used together with the short scales for the assessment of positive relationships and
accomplishment. Internal consistencies in the present study were acceptable and com-
parable to earlier findings (pleasure: « = .68, engagement: oc = .65, meaning: & =.75).

The short scales for the assessment of positive relationships and accomplishment
(Gander et al. 2017) are self-report scales for the assessment of the orientation towards
positive relationships and accomplishment with 5 items each. Together with the OTH,
they can be used to assess the endorsement of each of the PERMA dimensions in
Seligman’s (2011) well-being theory. All items use the same response format as the
OTH (5-point Likert-style scale ranging from 1 = “very much unlike me” to 5 = “very
much like me”). A sample item is “A good life means to me that I can share it with
others” (positive relationships). Gander et al. (2017) showed that the scales were well-
represented by the intended factorial model, were not redundant with the OTH factors,
predicted relevant external criteria above the influence of the OTH dimensions (e.g.,
life satisfaction), and were stable over longer time periods (6 months), but still
amenable for change. In the present study, internal consistencies for these scales were
satisfactory (positive relationships: « =.76, accomplishment: oc=.71).

Procedure

Participants were recruited within a larger project to participate in a one-week online
strengths-based positive psychology intervention (see Gander et al. 2016) by means of
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online-advertisement (forums, mailing lists etc.) and university press releases on other
(unrelated) studies. The data used here were collected as part of the baseline assessment
using an online survey, before the start of the intervention. Participants received an
individual feedback on their character strengths and well-being after completion of the
intervention as a method of incentivizing their participation. Participants gave informed
consent and an ethics committee approved the study.

Results

Relationships Between Self-Rated Character Strengths and PERMA Dimensions Firstly,
we examined the relationships between the self-ratings of both character strengths and
orientations to the PERMA dimensions while controlling for gender and age (see
Table Al for means, standard deviations, and correlations with gender and age). In
addition, we examined the shared variance between the character strengths and the
orientations to well-being by predicting one’s level of each of the 24 character strengths
by all PERMA dimensions and vice versa, while controlling for age and gender. Results
are given in Table 1.

Table 1 shows that — with the exception of modesty and prudence — all character
strengths were positively related to all PERMA dimensions with effect sizes ranging
from small to large. Overall, the pursuit of engagement, meaning, and accomplishment
were predicted best by character strengths, with close to or over 40% of shared
variance. The pursuit of pleasure and positive relationships was still predicted well
(29% and 26% shared variance, respectively).

When rank ordering the correlation coefficients numerically from highest to
lowest, pleasure was predicted best by the strengths of zest, humor, hope, and
curiosity (all at least medium effects; in descending order). Engagement showed the
strongest relationships with persistence, zest, hope, curiosity, bravery, love of
learning, and leadership. Positive relationships were mostly related to teamwork,
love, and kindness (medium to large effects). Meaning was predominantly related to
spirituality (large effect), but also showed at least medium-sized relationships to
gratitude, hope, leadership, curiosity, zest, appreciation of beauty and excellence,
and creativity. Finally, accomplishment was mostly related to hope, persistence, and
zest (large effects), but also to curiosity, bravery, perspective, love, love of learning,
leadership, social intelligence, and self-regulation (at least medium-sized effects).
Thus, whereas strengths such as zest, hope, and curiosity were among the strongest
predictors for most PERMA dimensions (i.e., all with the exception of positive
relationships), other strengths were most strongly related to only one of the dimen-
sions: For example, humor went along with pleasure, teamwork with positive
relationships, spirituality with meaning, and persistence with both engagement
and accomplishment. Overall, engagement and accomplishment showed a rather
similar correlational pattern with character strengths.

Cluster Analysis
In addition to the variable-centered approach, we applied a person-centered ap-
proach and compared the levels of character strengths among different prototypes of

people with regard to their orientations to the PERMA dimensions. Therefore, we
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Table 1 Correlations between self-rated character strengths (VIA-IS) and self-rated PERMA dimensions
controlled for age and gender

P E R M A AR?

Creativity 32 34 .05 34 32 .20
Curiosity .36 A8 .10 .38 44 .30
Open-mindedness .10 25 .04 23 27 .10
Love of learning 26 35 .05 31 34 .19
Perspective 23 29 .08 33 34 17
Bravery 31 .39 .08 32 40 23
Persistence .16 .53 11 24 .55 .38
Honesty 13 29 13 .16 28 .10
Zest A4 52 22 37 53 .39
Love 31 .26 37 32 .34 23
Kindness 23 24 33 24 23 15
Social intelligence 29 26 21 32 33 17
Teamwork .16 22 42 23 21 21
Fairness .14 20 18 22 13 .08
Leadership 23 33 25 38 33 .20
Forgiveness 17 22 18 24 15 .09
Modesty -.09 -.02 .06 —.04 —-.10 .03
Prudence —-.03 11 .05 12 .14 .04
Self-regulation .10 32 .06 .19 33 13
Beauty 31 22 A5 35 21 .16
Gratitude 32 .29 22 44 32 23
Hope 41 A48 18 41 .57 40
Humor 43 27 26 23 27 21
Spirituality 15 .19 .07 .61 23 37
AR? 29 .39 26 47 45

N=5521

Beauty Appreciation of beauty and excellence, AR? Predicted variance above age and gender, P pleasure, £
engagement, R positive relationships, M meaning, A accomplishment

for all >.02: p<.05, all »>.03: p<.01, all >.04: p<.001; all AR? are significant at p <.001

computed cluster analyses according to the procedure described by Asendorpf et al.
(2001). Firstly, Ward’s hierarchical clustering procedure was applied (using squared
Euclidean distances), suggesting a two- or a four-cluster solution. In line with
previous findings (Avsec et al. 2016), we decided to proceed with a four-cluster
solution. Secondly, the cluster-centers of the four-cluster solution were used in a
non-hierarchical clustering procedure (k-means). We tested the replicability of the
solution by splitting the full sample in two random subsamples and conducting both
steps separately for both subsamples in a first step, and by classifying both
subsamples again based on the cluster-centers of the other subsample (using the
k-means procedure) in a second step. Then, we estimated the agreement between
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the original classification and the cross-classification by Cohen’s Kappa. This step
was repeated with ten different random splits. Results showed that the reliability of
the four-factor solution was rather high (median k =.89; ranging from k=.77 to
k =.93). We analyzed the cluster centers for the interpretation of the results
(Table 2).

Table 2 shows that the first cluster was characterized by high scores in all
PERMA dimensions (tentatively labeled flourishers), whereas the fourth cluster
showed low scores in all PERMA dimensions (languishers). People in the second
cluster were characterized by slightly elevated scores in engagement, meaning, and
accomplishment, and reduced scores in positive relationships and pleasure (unso-
cial eudemonics). The third cluster showed the opposite pattern: Elevated scores in
positive relationships and pleasure, and reduced scores in the other dimensions
(social hedonics).

Next, we analyzed the mean-level differences in character strengths among the four
prototypes by conducting a MANCOVA analysis (dependent = 24 character strengths,
factor = cluster membership, controlling for age and gender). Results revealed a large
effect for cluster membership across all strengths (Pillai’s trace = .53, F[72, 16,482] =
49.47, p<.001, partial n2=.18). This difference between clusters persisted for all
strengths, when analyzed in separate ANCOVAs (dependent = strength, factor = cluster
membership, controlled for age and gender). Corrected means, standard deviations,
and results of ANCOVA analyses and post-hoc tests are displayed in Table 3.

Table 3 shows that for 14 out of the 24 strengths, all clusters differed from each
other. For most of these strengths, the flourishers reported the highest scores, followed
by the unsocial eudemonics, the social hedonics, and the languishers. For those
strengths especially related to social interactions however (i.e., love, kindness, team-
work, and humor), the social hedonics showed higher scores than the unsocial
eudemonics. In another large group of strengths (i.e., 7 out of 24), the unsocial
eudemonics did not differ from the social hedonics, while the flourishers still showed
higher levels and the languishers showed lower levels than unsocial eudemonics and
social hedonics did. The only deviation from this general pattern was observed for the
strength of modesty where languishers and social hedonics scored Zigher than flour-
ishers and unsocial eudemonics.

Table 2 Cluster centers of PERMA dimensions (z-scores)

Cluster
Flourishers Unsocial eudemonics Social hedonics Languishers
N 1517 1379 1605 1020
P 0.80 —0.36 0.18 —-0.98
E 0.87 0.22 -0.27 -1.18
R 0.57 =0.79 0.62 -0.75
M 0.82 0.22 -0.33 -1.01
A 0.87 0.12 -0.11 -1.28

P pleasure, E engagement, R positive relationships, M meaning, A accomplishment
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Table 3 Means, standard deviations, and ANCOVA results for character strengths in the four clusters

F E H L ANCOVA results

M SO M SD M SD M SD F(3,5515) Partialn? Post-Hoc

Creativity 379 058 3.56 059 338 0.60 3.10 0.59 298.00 .14 F>E>H>L
Curiosity 4.19 047 399 045 3.83 044 348 045 54121 23 F>E>H>L
Open-mindedness  3.94 047 3.84 045 372 048 3.61 045 120.86 .06 F>E>H>L
Love of learning ~ 4.11  0.55 393 0.52 3.74 0.52 349 0.52 296.81 .14 F>E>H>L
Perspective 3.67 043 349 045 338 044 3.18 045 258.03 12 F>E>H>L
Bravery 377 047 356 048 344 048 3.15 048 361.95 17 F>E>H>L
Persistence 370 0.55 347 056 325 056 292 056 462.11 .20 F>E>H>L
Honesty 3.88 043 373 041 371 044 354 041 13496 .07 F>EH>L
Zest 383 047 345 048 338 048 290 048 779.46 .30 F>E>H>L
Love 4.09 047 373 048 3.87 048 348 048 36142 .16 F>H>E>L
Kindness 397 043 370 041 382 040 3.57 041 211.35 .10 F>H>E>L
Social intelligence 3.89 043 3.66 041 3.65 044 339 041 276.86 13 F>EH>L
Teamwork 373 043 346 045 3.63 044 334 045 208.02 .10 F>H>E>L
Fairness 393 043 378 041 381 044 3.65 041 8842 .05 F>EH>L
Leadership 3.81 043 357 045 355 044 327 045 32250 15 F>EH>L
Forgiveness 3.61 051 342 048 344 048 324 048 11827 .06 F>EH>L
Modesty 3.14 055 3.6 052 320 052 322 052 6.52 .01 LH>EF
Prudence 346 055 340 056 332 056 330 056 2320 .01 F>E>H,L
Self-regulation 339 055 326 052 3.10 0.52 296 0.52 158.12 .08 F>E>H>L
Beauty 3.77 051 3.53 052 350 0.52 327 0.52 202.02 .10 F>EH>L
Gratitude 399 047 3.69 048 3.67 048 338 048 362.70 17 F>EH>L
Hope 3.83 047 349 048 338 048 291 048 749.04 .29 F>E>H>L
Humor 3.68 058 329 056 345 0.56 3.03 0.56 28832 14 F>H>E>L
Spirituality 333 082 3.04 082 2.68 0.80 243 0.82 30041 .14 F>E>H>L
N=5521

Post-Hoc Bonferroni adjusted, F flourishers, £ unsocial endemonics, A social hedonics, L languishers, Beauty
Appreciation of beauty and excellence

Discussion

Study 1 aimed at replicating previous findings on the relationships between character
strengths and the orientations to pleasure, engagement, and meaning, while also
considering the orientations to positive relationships and accomplishment and applying
both a variable-centered and a person-centered approach.

Results widely confirmed previous findings with regard to pleasure, engagement,
and meaning and were also in line with expectations for the orientations to positive
relationships and accomplishment; both were positively related to all strengths (with the
exception of modesty), and showed differential relationships with specific strengths
(e.g., positive relationships was better predicted by teamwork or kindness, while
accomplishment was better predicted by persistence than most other orientations).
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Overall, the findings support the first criterion for character strengths by validating one
of the basic assumptions, namely that they should relate to the good life. Overall, there
are several strengths that go along with all orientations to well-being, mostly zest, hope,
and gratitude. Consequently, it might be generally beneficial to build these strengths —
regardless of what approach to well-being one is pursuing.

The person-centered approach offered a new view on the PERMA-dimensions. We
identified four prototypes of people, characterized by high or low scores in all orien-
tations (flourishers and languishers, respectively), but also two types characterized by
increased levels of pleasure and positive relationships, and reduced levels of engage-
ment, meaning, and accomplishment (social hedonics), and vice versa (unsocial
eudemonics). Overall, the obtained clusters were somewhat similar to those reported
in previous studies that did not take into account the orientations to relationships and
accomplishment (Kav¢i¢ and Avsec 2014; Avsec et al. 2016). While flourishers were
characterized by high levels in all strengths and languishers showed low levels in all
strengths, social hedonics and unsocial eudemonics were mostly separated by their
levels in interpersonal strengths such as teamwork, love, humor, and kindness. Thus,
although all orientations to well-being are positively related to each other, there are
certain combinations that occur more often than others. This is also well-reflected in
specific strengths profiles, which lends further support to the notion that character goes
along with the good life.

The interpretation of this study’s results is limited by the exclusive use of self-
reported data. This might have resulted in an inflation of the relationships between the
two sets of constructs due to common method bias. For this purpose, a second study on
the variable-centered approach was conducted that used different assessment methods.

Study 2

In an effort to overcome a possible common method bias when correlating two self-
report measures, we examined self- and informant-ratings of both the orientations to
the PERMA dimensions and character strengths. While the same measures were
used for self-ratings as in Study 1, we used a short form for the assessment of
informant-rated character strengths (CSRF; Character Strengths Rating Form, Ruch
et al. 2014) in order to reduce the effort required from informant-raters. In line with
previous findings (Buschor et al. 2013), we expected weaker relationships when
analyzing the relationships using different methods, but overall similar findings as
in Study 1.

Method

Participants

The sample of self-raters consisted of N=172 (81.4% female) participants. Their
mean age was 27.78 years (SD = 12.19), ranging from 18 to 66 years. The majority
of the participants (72.1%) indicated living in Switzerland, 23.8% in Germany and

4.1% in other countries. Regarding their highest level of education, 1.7% indicated
still going to school, 1.7% having completed secondary school, 9.3% having
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completed vocational training, 61.6% having a school degree that allowed them to
attend university, and 25.6% having completed a university degree. The majority of
participants (72.1%) were students, 22.1% were currently employed or self-
employed, 2.9% were attending school or vocational training, and 2.9% were
currently not working (e.g., retired or looking for a job). Self-raters recruited on
average 1.96 informant-raters (SD =0.53): 14.0% recruited one, 78.5% recruited
two, 5.2% recruited three, and 2.3% recruited four informant-raters.

Consequently, the sample of informant-raters consisted of N=337 (63.5% female)
participants. Their mean age was 35.61 years (SD = 16.04), ranging from 14 to 77 years.
The majority of them (69.7%) indicated living in Switzerland, 24.0% in Germany,
5.4% in other countries, and 0.9% did not indicate their country of residence.

The informant-raters knew the self-raters for an average of 16.12 years (SD = 10.47),
ranging from 1 to 50 years. The largest group of informant-raters (35.3%) were friends
with the self-raters, 27.0% were parents or children, 18.4% romantic partners, 13.4%
siblings, 3.3% other relatives (e.g., cousins), and 2.7% indicated a different relationship
(e.g., roommates). On a scale from 1 = “not close at all” to 7= “extremely close”,
informant-raters described their level of closeness on average as “very close” (M=
6.18, SD =0.74, Min =4). The majority (85.7%) indicated that their relationship to the
self-rater was either “very close” or “extremely close”.

Instruments

To assess character strengths in self-ratings, we used the VIA-IS in the German
adaptation by Ruch et al. (2010b). In the present study, the 24 scales reached internal
consistencies ranging from o =.73 (leadership and self-regulation) to oc=.91 (spiritu-
ality), with a median of o« =.80.

For the informant-ratings, an adapted version of the Character Strengths Rating
Form (CSRF; Ruch et al. 2014) was used. The CSRF assesses the 24 character
strengths described in the VIA classification (Peterson and Seligman 2004) using a
single rating for each strength. These ratings describe the respective character
strength; for example, “Prudence: Prudent people think carefully about the conse-
quences of their choices before acting. They do not say or do things that might later
be regretted.” For the purpose of this study, the 9-point response format was adapted
to be used in an informant-rating form (ranging from 1 = “not like him/her at all” to 9
= “absolutely like him/her”). Ruch et al. (2014) reported a medium to high conver-
gence with the VIA-IS (correlations ranging from r=.41 to »=.77). In the present
study, the informant-ratings using the CSRF and the self ratings using the VIA-IS
converged as expected: The correlations reached an average of #(170)=.34 and
ranged from r(170)=.22 for leadership to r(170)=.67 for spirituality (all p <.01),
which was comparable to the correlations between self- and informant-ratings in the
VIA-IS reported previously (median »=.29 in Buschor et al. 2013).

To assess the orientations to well-being in both self- and informant-ratings, the
Orientations to Happiness questionnaire in the German adaptation by Ruch et al.
(2010a) and the short scales for the assessment of the endorsement of positive rela-
tionships and accomplishment (Gander et al. 2017) as described in Study 1 were used.
In the present sample, internal consistency coefficients for the self-ratings were com-
parable to previous studies and yielded coefficients of x=.65 (pleasure), ox=.62
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(engagement), oc = .78 (positive relationships), & = .67 (meaning), and & =.65 (accom-
plishment). For the informant-ratings, alpha coefficients were similar: & =.66 (plea-
sure), x=.65 (engagement), oc=.78 (positive relationships), & =.67 (meaning), and
a=.71 (accomplishment). Correlations between the self- and informant-rated scales
were medium to high: » (170)=.36 for pleasure, » (170)=.40 for engagement, r
(170) =.52 for positive relationships,  (170) = .40 for meaning, and » (170) =.38 for
accomplishment (all p <.001).

Procedure

Participants were recruited via university mailing lists, social media, and personal contacts.
Initially, participants were informed about the purpose of the study, data privacy, and the
voluntary nature of participation and they gave their consent to participate. The results
reported here were collected as part of a larger study using an online survey. Only
participants who indicated that they had answered the questions seriously, that they
encountered no problems in answering the questions based on language comprehension
were included in the analyses. Further, at least one informant-rating had be matched to the
self-rating and at least a moderate level of closeness had to be indicated, i.e., a rating >4 on
the 7-point scale assessing closeness. For all self-raters that provided more than one
informant-rating, the informant-ratings were averaged. Excluding the participants who
provided only one informant-rating affected the results only marginally— therefore we
decided to include them. The participants were not compensated, but self-raters could
obtain partial course credit and were offered an individual feedback on their character
strengths. According to the university’s guideline, no ethics approval was required for this
study.

Results

Relationships Between Self-Rated Character Strengths and Self-Rated Orientations to
Well-Being First, we aimed to replicate the findings of Study 1 on the relationships
between self-rated character strengths and self-rated orientations to well-being (see
Table A2 in the online supplementary section). The partial correlations (controlling for
age and gender) showed overall a similar pattern as reported in previous studies and in
Study 1. The amount of shared variance between character strengths and orientations to
well-being was around 50% for all five orientations (Table A2).

Relationships Between Self-Rated Character Strengths and Informant-Rated Orienta-
tions to Well-Being The relationships as well as the amount of shared variance between
self-rated character strengths and the informant-rated PERMA dimensions controlling
for age and gender are displayed in Table 4.

Table 4 shows that pleasure showed the strongest relationships with gratitude and
humor (at least medium-sized correlations). Engagement was most strongly asso-
ciated with curiosity, gratitude, zest, hope, and spirituality (at least medium-sized
correlations). Positive relationships were best predicted by teamwork, love, and
kindness (medium to large effects). Meaning was mostly related to spirituality,
curiosity, and gratitude (at least medium-sized correlations). Accomplishment
showed the strongest relationships with zest and persistence (at least medium-
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Table 4 Correlations between self-rated character strengths (VIA-IS) and informant-rated PERMA dimen-
sions controlled for age and gender

P E R M A AR?
Creativity 16* 23%% —.08 .10 26%HE .09#*
Curiosity 28 A0FHE .02 3T7HEE 207%5H% 207k
Open-mindedness .04 22%% —15 A7* .16* .09%*
Love of learning 12 28k —.16% 27wk 27FF* 16%F*
Perspective 11 25%% —.01 .16% 21%* .07*
Bravery .19% 13 —-.10 .04 .10 .07*
Persistence —-.06 20 .07 A1 30k 145k
Honesty 17 .18* A7* 13 .08 .06
Zest 15% 35w .09 .07 34wk 7
Love 22%% .08 37EE —.05 —.05 Bhioao
Kindness 20%* .08 34k 13 —.04 147k
Social intelligence 25 20% 247+ A7 .10 A1
Teamwork 20% .09 S5HEE .06 .01 307k
Fairness .04 .08 16% .09 —.04 .05
Leadership .07 19% 267k .09 A1 .097#*
Forgiveness .06 .14 A1 16* -.02 .07*
Modesty .03 .10 A17* .19% —-.01 .07*
Prudence —.02 13 .02 A7 .09 .04
Self-regulation .00 21%* .08 13 18* .06
Beauty 21%% 22%% .14 20 12 A1
Gratitude Koo 3ok 25k 30k A7* 21FF
Hope 19% 32k .06 .05 24%% 3
Humor 30 .09 18% —-.01 .06 Ak
Spirituality 13 30%H* 12 A0FH 21%% 7

N=172

P pleasure, E engagement, R positive relationships, M meaning, A accomplishment, Beauty Appreciation of
beauty an d excellence, AR? Predicted variance above age and gender

* p<.05, ** p<.01, ¥* p<.001

sized correlations). Notably, there was also one negative correlation that reached
statistical significance, namely between love of learning and positive relationships.
However, this correlation was small in size (7[168] =—.16, p <.05).

Relationships Between Informant-Rated Character Strengths and Self and Informant-
Rated Orientations to Well-Being Partial correlations (again controlling for age and
gender) between informant-ratings of character strengths and both self- and informant-
rated orientations to well-being were also computed. These correlations mostly corrob-
orated previously reported findings and are therefore not given in detail (see online
supplementary Tables A3 and A4).
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Discussion

In Study 2, we examined the relationships between character strengths and orientations
to well-being using both self- and informant reports of both sets of constructs. Overall,
the results show that the relationships — as established in Study 1 — are replicable also
when using different data sources (self- and informant-reports) and different instru-
ments for assessing character strengths (VIA-IS and the short measure CSRF). Overall,
the amount of shared variance between character strengths and orientations to well-
being was lowest when considering the relationships using both informant-rated
character strengths and self-rated orientations to well-being (see Table A3). This might
partially be explained by the use of the CSRF, which consists of only one item per
character strength and is thus a less reliable measure than the VIA-IS. Consequently,
some of the associations that were at least medium-sized in the other combinations of
self- and informant-ratings did not reach statistical significance, such as the correlations
between social intelligence and positive relationships or between hope and
accomplishment.

Several limitations of Study 2 also have to be noted. Firstly, the number of
informant-raters per participant differed, and although the majority of participants had
two or more informant-ratings, some participants only provided one, which yielded a
less reliable estimate. Also, although informants were in general very close to the self-
raters, we did not account for the intensity, the length, or the type of the relationship.
Nonetheless, the convergence of the different approaches suggests that the relationships
between character strengths and the orientations to well-being are rather robust.

General Discussion

The present studies investigated the relationships between character strengths and
Seligman’s (2011) multidimensional framework of well-being. In both a large sample
of self-reports and a second sample using different data sources (i.e., self- and infor-
mant-reports), we observed meaningful relationships between the two sets of constructs
that are in line with previous results for the three orientations to happiness (pleasure,
engagement, and meaning) and in line with our expectations for the two additional
orientations to positive relationships and to accomplishment. Additionally, in a person-
centered analysis, we established a four-cluster solution distinguishing languishers
(low on all orientations), unsocial eudemonics (lower on pleasure and positive rela-
tionships and higher on engagement, meaning, and accomplishment), social hedonics
(showing the opposite pattern as unsocial eudemonics), and flourishers (high on all
orientations) with the clusters relating differentially to character strengths.

When taking the results of both studies together, we can draw conclusions about the
relationships between the 24 character strengths of the VIA classification and the five
orientations to well-being that were replicated across the different samples and the
different methods. Table 5 summarizes the pattern of correlations that we found across
the two studies.

As displayed in Table 5, between three and seven character strengths were positively
related to one of the PERMA orientations across all analyses in both studies (i. e., in
Study 1 and all combinations of self- and informant-ratings in Study 2). An additional
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Table 5 Summary of associations between character strengths and orientations to well-being (PERMA dimen-
sions) across both studies

Pleasure Engagement Positive Meaning Accomplishment
relationships
Positive Zest Creativity Love Curiosity Perspective
correlations in Hope Curiosity Kindness Perspective Persistence
Study 1 and . .
in all four Humor Love of learning ~ Teamwork Soglal ) Zest
combinations intelligence
in Study 2 Persistence Beauty
Zest Gratitude
Leadership Spirituality
Self-regulation
Positive Creativity Perspective Social Open-mindedness Creativity
correlations in intelligence
_Stuflz 1 and Curiosity Bravery Fairness Love of learning  Curiosity
n three
of four Bravery Honesty Gratitude Persistence Open-mindedness
combinations Love Beauty Humor Zest Love of learning
in Study 2 Social Gratitude Hope Bravery
intelligence
Beauty Hope Honesty
Gratitude Spirituality Leadership
Self-regulation
Gratitude
Hope
Positive Honesty Open-mindedness Honesty Creativity Social
correlations in intelligence
Study Tand  gindness Social Zest Bravery Beauty
in two of four intelligence
combinations . . S
in Study 2 Teamwork Fairness Leadership Honesty Spirituality
Spirituality Forgiveness  Kindness
Modesty Leadership
Forgiveness
Prudence
Self-regulation

Interpretation examples: Zest, hope, and humor showed positive significant relationships to pleasure across all
analyses. Social intelligence, appreciation of beauty and excellence, and spirituality showed positive signif-
icant correlations to accomplishment in Study 1, and two of the four possible combinations (i.e., self-self, self-
informant, informant-self, informant-informant) in Study 2

four to ten character strengths showed positive correlations in Study 1 and in three out
of the four possible combinations in Study 2 (for example, the correlation between
creativity and pleasure was significant in all cases but the correlation between
informant-rated character strengths and self-rated orientations failed to reach statistical
significance). Finally, we also included those associations that appeared in Study 1 and
two out of the four combinations in Study 2. This was true for between three and eight
additional character strengths for each orientation. Overall, all character strengths in the
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VIA classification were involved in the prediction of at least one of the five orientations
to well-being. Also, while engagement, meaning, and accomplishment were overall
numerically better predicted by the strengths than pleasure and positive relationships in
self-ratings, this was not the case in Study 2 whereby with informant-ratings consid-
ered, the explained variance by strengths was more similar across the PERMA dimen-
sions. Thus, the relationships between strengths and the PERMA dimensions were very
consistent across studies and samples — only very few character strengths showed
strong relationships with a PERMA dimension in only one or two of the tests, but not in
others. These findings lend support to the notion that all character strengths underpin
the orientations. Further, the relationships of character strengths to the PERMA dimen-
sions are not specific, but most character strengths are involved in the prediction of
several PERMA dimensions, which is also consistent with expectations (Seligman
2011).

All in all, pleasure was most consistently (i.e., significant relationships across all
analyses) associated with zest, hope, and humor. These three strengths have already
shown the strongest associations with the disposition to experience specific positive
emotions, such as joy, contentment, pride, or amusement (Giisewell and Ruch 2012).
Engagement showed the most consistent relationships with creativity, curiosity, love of
learning, persistence, zest, leadership, and self-regulation. This is in line with theoret-
ical assumptions and findings regarding the correlates of dispositional flow (e.g.,
Baumann 2012; Teng 2011). Positive relationships showed a very consistent pattern
of correlations across the different samples and methods, with the three character
strengths of love, kindness, and teamwork standing out as the most important predic-
tors. These three character strengths can be seen to be conducive to initiating and
maintaining relationships. Whereas love might be especially relevant in romantic
relationships and has been found to be related to the partners’ life satisfaction in
adolescents (Weber and Ruch 2012), kindness and teamwork might be crucial for
non-romantic relationships, such as in friendships (Wagner 2018) or in work teams, and
have been reported to predict positive interpersonal behaviors at work or loyalty to the
organization (e.g., Harzer and Ruch 2014; Ruch et al. 2018).

Curiosity, perspective, social intelligence, appreciation of beauty and excellence,
gratitude, and — with the largest effect size — spirituality were consistently related to
meaning. Spirituality and appreciation of beauty and excellence might be important
sources of meaning for many people, and curiosity might motivate people to search for
a meaning in their lives. Gratitude has been shown to predict increases in meaning
(Kleiman et al. 2013), and might, as well as social intelligence, facilitate the forming of
close social bonds that also provide meaning.

Finally, accomplishment showed consistent associations with perspective, per-
sistence, and zest. All three strengths have also been related to school achievement
(i.e., grade point average; Wagner and Ruch 2015), while persistence was the best
predictor among the strengths for task performance at work (Harzer and Ruch
2014). One might assume that perspective is required in order to set appropriate
long-term goals, while persistence and zest are necessary in order to maintain goal
pursuit and facilitate goal attainment.

Across both studies, engagement and accomplishment showed similar patterns of
relationships with character strengths. This is not surprising, since both engagement
and accomplishment are related to task completion: While engagement focuses on the
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process (i.e., experiences during task completion), accomplishment refers more strong-
ly to the results. Therefore, both can be expected to yield similar relationships to a
broad array of constructs. Nonetheless, it has been shown that engagement and
accomplishment can be distinguished from each other both on a conceptual and
empirical basis (e.g., Gander et al. 2017).

Peterson et al. (2007) as well as Buschor et al. (2013) concluded that those character
strengths that typically show the highest correlations with life satisfaction (curiosity,
zest, love, gratitude, and hope) were also most strongly associated with the orientations
to pleasure/positive emotions, engagement, and meaning. These findings were widely
replicated and extended to the two new orientations: In self-ratings, all these five
character strengths were explained best by the orientations to well-being; the only
exceptions were the strengths of persistence and spirituality which overall showed
stronger associations (i.e., more shared variance) with all PERMA dimensions than
curiosity, love, and gratitude did. However, this was mainly due to their strong
relationships to engagement and accomplishment (persistence) and meaning
(spirituality) whereas the other strengths showed strong relationships to almost all
orientations to well-being. Similar findings were obtained in informant-ratings, where
gratitude, curiosity, and love were explained best by PERMA when compared to other
character strengths — only outperformed by teamwork due to its strong association with
positive relationships, and spirituality due to its strong relation to meaning. However,
the strength of hope yielded comparably weaker relationships to the orientations to
well-being overall, but was still related consistently with four of the five orientations to
well-being (with the exception of positive relationships). When considering the person-
centered analysis in Study 1, all five strengths were clearly highest among flourishers,
and the effect sizes underline that the difference between the clusters was larger for
these five strengths than for most other strengths.

Some strengths (e.g., mostly modesty and prudence) were unrelated to some
orientations to well-being, and showed, in some combinations, small negative relation-
ships to specific PERMA dimensions. We assume that these strengths (and also the
other strengths of temperance; i.e., forgiveness, and self-regulation) do not necessarily
contribute to the good life for oneself, but may be helpful for avoiding negative
experiences and for contributing to the good life of others. Thus, they might represent
valuable traits for the benefit of social groups and systems. However, this should be
further examined in future studies. In addition, it would be interesting to test Seligman’s
(2011) hypothesis that while all 24 character strengths foster all five orientations to
well-being, the highest strengths of an individual might also play an important role for
well-being (e.g., Proyer et al. 2015). Future studies might examine these questions in
intervention studies that would also allow for testing directional and causal relation-
ships between character strengths and the PERMA dimensions that can, of course, not
be examined in the here reported cross-sectional studies. Nonetheless, the present
findings might guide interventions aimed at increasing well-being overall (i.e., attaining
high scores in all PERMA dimensions) or specific PERMA dimensions. For fostering
well-being overall, the group of strengths known to show the strongest relationships to
life satisfaction, that is curiosity, zest, love, gratitude, and hope, could be trained (cf.
Proyer et al. 2013; see also Gander et al. 2019 in this special issue). For guiding
strengths-based interventions for specific PERMA dimensions, we recommend consid-
ering the strengths mentioned in Table 5.
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Overall, the present set of two studies showed that character strengths are robustly
associated with different orientations to the good life in terms of the PERMA frame-
work, and that these associations are replicable across different samples and methods.
Our findings extend previous knowledge by considering a broader framework of well-
being that goes beyond indicators of subjective/hedonic well-being and thereby provide
an important addition to the guidance of strengths-based intervention studies in a broad
array of settings, such as in the school or the vocational context (see for example Huber
et al. 2019, or Strecker et al. 2019 in this special issue).
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