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ABSTRACT

Since the introduction of the 24-character strengths (CS) in 2004, they have become the backbone of positive psychology.
Despite this large impact, the CS has not been studied extensively in older adults. This paper fills this gap by conducting a cross-
cultural study that analyzed CS of Brazilian and Portuguese older adults’ samples. CS associations with participants’ gender, age,
schooling years and psychological well-being were also performed. Seventy-four participants from each country (M = 71.66
years in Brazil, SD = 7.34; M =72.01 years, SD = 7.55 in Portugal) answered the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths-120
through an individual structured interview or auto fill form. CS profile had a considerable consistency between the samples. In
both, Authenticity was a signature (S and Curiosity was positively correlated with psychological well-being. Although there
were more similarities between genders, it was possible to identify some gender differences in the Portuguese sample’s CS. Very
few CS were correlated with age or schooling years. It is suggested to intensify and go deeper into cross-cultural research about
(S of older adults.
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RESUMEN

Desde la introduccién de las fortalezas del caracter (FC) en 2004, se han convertido en la espina dorsal de la psicologia positiva.
A pesar de este importante impacto, las FC no han sido ampliamente estudiadas en personas ancianas. Este articulo llena ese
vacio mediante la realizacion de un estudio transcultural que analizd las FC en muestras de personas adultas mayores brasilefias
y portuguesas. También se realizaron asociaciones de las FC con el género, edad, escolarizacion y bienestar psicoldgico de las
personas participantes. Setenta y cuatro participantes de cada pais (M=71.66 anos, DE=7.34 en Brazil; M=72.01 afios, DE=7.55
en Portugal) respondieron el Values in Action Inventory of Strengths-120 a través de una entrevista estructurada individual o un
formulario autocompletado. El perfil de las FC tuvo una consistencia considerable entre las muestras, siendo notable que, en
ambas muestras, la Autenticidad fue una FC caracteristica y la Curiosidad se correlaciond positivamente con el bienestar
psicoldgico. Aunque hubo mas similitudes entre géneros, fue posible identificar algunas diferencias de género en las FC de la
muestra portuguesa. Pocas FC se correlacionaron con la edad o los afios de escolaridad. Sugerimos intensificar y profundizar en
la investigacion transcultural de las FC en personas adultas mayores.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Psicologia positiva, fortalezas del cardcter, personas adultas mayores, bienestar psicoldgico.
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The study of character strengths (CS)-
considered the “backbone” of positive
psychology-is fundamental. Peterson and
Seligman (2004) proposed 24 CS, which are
positive personality traits morally valued
across cultures, assigned to six virtues.
Wisdom and knowledge are a class of virtues
that is made up of the cognitive CS of
creativity, curiosity, judgment, love of learning
and perspective. These strengths entail the
acquisition and use of knowledge. Another
vitue is courage, which is made of
authenticity, bravery, persistence and zest;
emotional strengths that involve the exercise
of will to accomplish objectives in the face of
external or internal opposition. Humanity is
composed of interpersonal CS that involve
caring and being friendly with others, namely
kindness, love and social intelligence. Justice,
another virtue, comprises fairness, leadership
and teamwork, which are civic strengths that
support a healthy community life.
Temperance is the virtue composed by
forgiveness, humility/modesty, prudence and
self-regulation, CS that protect against
excesses. The last virtue, transcendence, is
formed by CS that enable connections to the
larger universe and provide meaning, namely
appreciation of beauty and excellence,
gratitude, hope, humor and spirituality.

According to Niemiec (2017), seven core
concepts can be underlined for the CS: (a)
common language; (b) dimensionality and
context; (c) plurality; (d) all 24 CS matter; (e)
different types of strengths; (f) CS can be
developed; and (g) being and doing. As stated
earlier, CS offer a common language (across
cultures) that describes what is best in human
beings (common language). Each one is
dimensional, which means that it can be
graded, and the degree of CS expression is
based on the context the person is in [e.g.,
“‘Are they in a family context or at work?”,
“What are the expectations and demands of
the situation?” (dimensionality and context)].
People have many CS, each one at a different
level, and they are expressed in combinations,
so that each person has a unique CS profile
(plurality). Each CS is positive, used for the

good, associated with positive outcomes, and
can be improved (All 24 CS matter). Besides,
some studies show that several CS matter
more for specific outcomes (Freitas &
Barbosa, 2022) and might matter more at a
particular period in life (Martinez-Marti &
Ruch, 2014). There are different types of
strengths, like talents, skills and CS.
Furthermore, when taking a deeper look at
CS, itis possible to examine its subsets, such
as signature strengths (different types of
strengths). According to Peterson and
Seligman (2004), signature strengths are a
subset of strengths that are particularly central
to a person’s identity. They are characterized
by, among other things, a yearning to and an
excitement when expressing them and a
sense of ownership. Normative changes
based on genetics and social role, non-
normative changes, and deliberate interven-
tions focused on enhancing a trait can shift
personality traits (CS can be developed). CS
can be understood as being and doing
because they are related to the person’s
identity, who he or she is (“being”), and
because CS need to be taken into action, it is
about putting one’s values into action
(“doing”).

Nowadays, the assessment of all CS can
be done through some measuring tools, such
as the Escala de Forcas de Carater
(Character Strengths Scale in  English)
(Noronha & Barbosa, 2016) and the Values in
Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS)
versions (McGrath & Wallace, 2019). The VIA-
IS is the most used instrument, available in
about 40 languages (Niemiec, 2017) and filled
in by over six million people (McGrath &
Wallace, 2019).

Since CS were theoretically proposed to
be ubiquitously recognized and valued across
cultures (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), some
researchers have been asking empirically if all
of them really are ubiquitous (Biswas-Diener,
2006; McGrath, 2014; Park et al., 2006;
Shimai et al., 2006). Biswas-Diener (2006)
evaluated CS across three widely different
cultures: Kenyan Maasai (n = 123), Inughuit in
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Northern Greenland (n = 71), and students at
the University of lllinois (n = 519). Participants
should indicate whether the strength existed
as a concept in their society, and rate its
importance; whether they would want their
child to have the strength; the existence of
institutions or established cultural practices
that engender the strength; and whether
children, older adults, men, and women could
each exhibit each strength. A high rate of
agreement about the existence, desirability,
importance, and development of most of the
CS in these three culturally distinct groups
was found.

Shimai et al. (2006) also analyzed cultural
influences on CS (e.g., distribution, gender
differences, and relationship with happiness)
of young adults (18-24 years) from the United
States (US) (n = 1099) and Japan (n = 308),
who completed the English or Japanese
version of the VIA-IS. All participants showed
similar distributions of CS, being love, humor,
and kindness the higher strengths, and
prudence, self-Regulation, and modesty the
lesser. Similarities in gender differences
across cultures and associations between
subjective  happiness and zest, hope,
curiosity, and gratitude in both samples were
found as well.

Another cross-cultural study, using an
online version of the VIA-IS, analyzed CS in
more than one million adults (M = 35.69, SD =
13.24) from 75 different nations (McGrath,
2014). This study was an update on Park et al.
(2006), which analyzed self-reported CS
across 54 nations and all states of the United
States of America. Both studies suggested a
substantial cross-cultural convergence in the
endorsement of various strengths. The top
five CS-also entitled as signature strengths—
were honesty, fairness, kindness, judgment,
and curiosity, and the five lowest scores were
self-regulation, modesty, prudence,
spirituality, and zest (McGrath, 2014). A slight
difference was found between these results
and those from Park et al. (2006), who
reported gratitude as one of the five signature
strengths rather than curiosity.

The wide recognition and endorsement of
CS importance cross-culturally has several
relevant implications. It suggests that CS are
more than a western cultural phenomenon
and that research and interventions based on
the VIA could have widespread appeal and
utility (Biswas-Diener, 2006), contributing to
the healthiness of peoples and societies all
over the world (Waters et al., 2022). CS are
the foundation of optimal life-long
development and thriving, contributing both to
the person and to the community (Park &
Peterson, 2009; Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
CS can contribute to well-being (Hausler et al.,
2017, Wagner et al., 2020), resilience,
relationships, and to the collective good,
creating strong and supportive “cultures” in
families, neighborhoods, and organizations
(Niemiec, 2017).

Empirical evidence has shown that the
endorsement of CS is significantly related to a
higher level of well-being (Martinez-Marti &
Ruch, 2014). However, when researchers
analyze the relation between CS and well-
being, they normally use the concept of life
satisfaction—which is an indicator of subjective
well-being but is not the only one (Quinlan et
al.,, 2012). More recently, a new framework of
well-being suggesting five dimensions that
encompass positive emotions, engagement,
positive relationships, meaning, and accom-
plishment, forming the acronym PERMA
(Wagner et al., 2020), but the concept of psy-
chological well-being (PWB) is rarely studied.

There is not a consensual definition of
what PWB means (Pinar & Oz, 2011). It may,
however, be defined as the sense of
satisfaction with oneself and that there is an
emplacement in the environment for the
person and a certain acceptance of what
cannot be altered (Lawton, 1975). It is an
assessment of life, including autonomy,
environmental mastery, personal growth,
positive relationships, purpose in life, and self-
acceptance (Ryff, 2014). Its associations with
decreased mortality (e.g., in healthy and
diseased populations) (Chida & Steptoe,
2008) and physical health benefits (e.g.,
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reducing risk for disease and promoting length
of life) (Ryff, 2014) make PWB a protective
factor in positive aging (Bar-Tur, 2021).

Hausler et al. (2017) examined the
different relations between various aspects of
well-being (subjective well-being, PWB and
the six theoretical based aspects of PWB,
e.g., relationships, engagement, and
meaning) and CS in a sample of medical
students (n=117) at two points in time. The
authors found that CS were more strongly
associated with PWB than with subjective
well-being, and that hope, zest, gratitude,
curiosity, and love-the so-called happiness
strengths (Ramzan et al., 2022)-are central to
subjective well-being and PWB. The results
confirm the existence of a bigger picture to
explore about the relation between well-being
and CS and possible moderators of this
relation (e.g., gender, age, and nationality).

Another study analyzed the relation
between CS and PWB with 188 older adult
Brazilians (60-92 years; M = 69.62, SD =
7.99) (Freitas & Barbosa, 2022). These
participants answered the Brazilian 120-item
version of the VIA-IS (VIA-120) (Institute on
Character, 2014) and the Brazilian version of
the Philadelphia Geriatric Center Morale
Scale (Freitas et al., 2016). Teamwork,
curiosity, forgiveness, hope, humor, and
vitality were the six CS that were significantly
and negatively correlated with depressive
symptoms. Humor, curiosity, forgiveness,
hope, persistence, leadership, modesty,
perspective, self-Regulation, social
Intelligence, and aest were the 11 CS that
significantly correlated with PWB. Freitas
(2019) also analyzed the CS among this group
of Brazilians and, in addition to associating
them with PWB and depressive symptoms,
they were related to age and gender. The
results showed that all 24 CS seemed to be
participants’ accentuated traits; the older
adults’ main CS were honesty, spirituality,
gratitude, kindness, and fairness; the lesser
CS were love of learning, creativity,
perspective, self-regulation, and bravery.
There was no gender-biased differences in
CS, except with signature strengths (women

had five signature strengths, and men, eight,
the same five as the women plus three) and
the lesser endorsed ones (men had five and
women, fifteen, the same five as the men plus
another ten). Only self-regulation was positive
and significantly associated with age.
Martinez-Marti and Ruch (2014) found that
some CS are more important than others for
well-being (specifically subjective well-being)
across the lifespan. However, hope, zest, and
humor consistently yielded the highest
correlations to well-being in any cohort. Three
age subgroups were created. The first
comprised participants with ages ranging from
27 to 36, and additionally to hope, zest, and
humor, kindness, and honesty were the first
five CS. In the second group (37-46 years
old), love and leadership were among the first
five positions in the ranking, in addition to
hope, zest, and humor. In the third group, in
which age ranged from 47 to 57, the first five
CS were gratitude, love of learning, hope,
zest, and humor.

Despite the growing older adult population,
there are few studies that analyzed all 24 CS
with an exclusively older-adult sample. This
type of study that focuses on a specific age
group is essential because it helps
psychologists and researchers comprehend
how a variable, such as CS, behaves in a
specific age-cohort. It seems possible to find
similarities in CS across countries and ages,
for example, but also particularities to each
nation and each age-cohort. Thus, the main
purpose of the present cross-cultural study
was to analyze CS in Brazilian and
Portuguese older adult samples. Specifically,
we aimed to compare the CS most and least
endorsed by older adults in these two
countries, the possible differences between
genders, and the correlations between the 24
CS with age, education, and PWB. It is
important to emphasize that Portugal was
Brazil's main colonizer and had a strong
influence on Brazilian culture. Therefore,
more similarities than differences among the
two samples in the distribution of CS (the
profile of the strengths, from most to least
frequently endorsed), across genders, age,
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numbers of schooling years, and PWB are
expected to be found.

METHOD
Participants

The Brazilian (n = 74) and Portuguese (n = 74)
samples were comprised of the same number
of females and males after pairing. Among all
respondents, there were more females
(72.97%, n = 108) than males (27.03%, n =
40). The mean age of Brazilian sample (M =
71.66, SD = 7.34, ranging from 60 to 87 years)
was equivalent [t (148,146) = 0.287, p = .775)
to the Portuguese sample (M = 72.01, SD =
7.55, ranging from 60-89 years). However,
seniors from Portugal (M = 11.17, SD = 4.95)
had more years of schooling [t (144,142) =
2.502, p < .09] than the participants from
Brazil (M = 9.14, SD = 4.81). Most Brazilian
(68.11%, n = 43) and Portuguese (55.41%, n
= 41) respondents were married. In Brazil, the
remaining older adults were widowed
(25.68%, n = 19), single (12.16%, n = 9) or
divorced (4.05%, n = 3). In the Portugal
sample, the marital status was widowed
(28.38%, n = 21), divorced (12.16%, n = 9) or
single (4.05%, n = 3). Thus, Brazilian and
Portuguese samples had similar marital status
[x2 (148,3) = 6.148, p = .105]. Sample from
Portugal was selected from educational
centers for older adults by availability and
snowball sampling. A sampling process
paired was then carried out with data from
Brazilian older adults who participated in the
study of Freitas and Barbosa (2022). These
authors used only snowball sampling.

Materials
Demographic Information Questionnaire

We selected demographic information to
characterize the sample. Then, we designed a
questionnaire with questions on gender, age,
education, and marital status.

Character Strengths

To measure individual CS, either the
Brazilian or Portuguese 120-item version of

the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths
(VIA-120)-the main adult survey offered on
the VIA website (Institute on Character,
2014)-as used. In both versions, all the 120
items are rated on a five-point scale, varying
from one (“Very much unlike me’) to five
(“Very much like me”). There are five items for
each of the 24 CS, thus the score for each one
varies between five and 25 points. Littman-
Ovadia (2015) found that VIA-120 shows
substantial equivalence in internal reliability
and validity compared to the original version
with 240 items. She also found that
Cronbach’s alphas of VIA-120 (mean a =
0.79) are very similar to those obtained for the
VIA-IS (mean a = 0.83). The sample to
estimate the validity (factorial and concurrent)
and reliability of the VIA-IS-120 included
approximately 5,000 people from around the
planet (Littman-Ovadia, 2015), but no specific
results are presented for Brazilian, Portu-
guese, and older adult samples. In this study,
it was not possible to calculate the internal
reliability of the VIA-IS-120 because we send
the raw scores to the Values in Action
Institute, complying with the VIA-IS-120 usage
policy, and we were only informed on the 24
CS scores not on which items make up each
CS.

Psychological Well-being

To analyze PWB, we used the Brazilian
(PGCMS-Br; Freitas et al, 2016) or
Portuguese (Paul, 1992) version of the
Philadelphia Geriatric Center Morale Scale
(PGCMS) (Lawton, 1975). This scale is
originally made of 17 items, divided into three
factors: agitation, attitude toward own aging,
and lonely dissatisfaction. In each item the
answers are presented in a dichotomous way;
high-morale responses receive a score of 1
and low-morale responses a score of 0,
therefore that total score ranges from 0 to 17.
Although the factors can be used separately
for certain objectives, the overall score is
preferable (Lawton, 1975). It is noteworthy
that although the PGCMS is considered a
measure of PWB (McDowell, 2006), it has
also been used to assess subjective well-
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being, satisfaction with life or quality of life (Ma
et al., 2010). The PGCMS-Br has evidence of
validity based on internal structure and
relationship with other variables, as well as a
good reliability estimate (kr-21 = 0.991)
(Freitas et al., 2016). The Portuguese version
of the scale also presents good psychometric
properties, with the internal consistency of the
subscales varying from a = 0.71to a = 0.75
(Paul, 1992). It should be emphasized that it
contains three fewer items compared to the
original scale (Paul, 1992). Thus, when
comparing the Brazilian and Portuguese
scales, the percentage of the PGCMS
answers that denote high PWB was calculated
and used instead of the total score. The
internal consistency estimated with Kuder-
Richardison (kr-21) of the PGCMS was
satisfactory for the entire scale for both the
Portuguese (0.75) and Brazilian (0.84)
samples. It was also satisfactory for the lonely
dissatisfaction factor (0.76) in the Portuguese
sample. It was low for the factors attitude
toward own aging (Portugal: 0.62, Brazil:
0.67), agitation (Portugal: 0.46, Brazil: 0.68)

and, in the Brazilian case, lonely
dissatisfaction (0.68).
Procedure

The first author conducted the entire data
collection process, both from Brazil and
Portugal. Data from Portugal was collected in
2017 with participants aged 60 years or over
from seven educational centers for older
adults, in the centers themselves, during
activity times, and by snowball sampling, a
form of non-probability sampling, which uses
reference chains (Vinuto, 2014). Initially, key
informants, named seeds, were used to locate
some people with the necessary profile for the
research within the general population. Then,
people indicated by the seeds were asked to
suggest new contacts with the desired
characteristics from their network, and so on.
In those cases where participants were
contacted through the snowball strategy, data
collection occurred on the best day, time, and
place agreed. Participants auto filled the
instruments using a paper version in a group
format.

A paired sample process was then carried
out to compose the Brazilian sub-sample. The
subject's gender was the first criterion.
Subsequently, the approximate age, years of
schooling, and marital status were
considered. Data from Brazil were drawn from
the database previously collected and used by
Freitas and Barbosa (2022). The sample in
this study corresponds to 39% of the Freitas
and Barbosa study. Potential participants
were contacted by phone or in person (e.g., in
community centers), received a general
explanation about the research, and, upon
agreeing to participate, were scheduled for a
day, time, and place (residence, community
center, etcetera) for data collection. The
participants answered the instruments in an
individual, structured interview form.

In both samples, age (60 years or older)
and a preserved cognitive status were used as
selection criteria. In the Brazilian sample, the
Mini-Mental State Examination (MMSE)
(Brucki et al., 2003) score was considered to
assess cognitive status, and in the
Portuguese sample, the absence of subjective
memory complaints. MMSE is a screening
instrument composed of 30 items that assess
cognitive domains, like spatial and temporal
orientation, and immediate and evocation
memory. Each item is assigned 0 (error) or 1
(correct), with 30 being the maximum score.
The cutoff points used were 20 for illiterates;
25 for one to four years of schooling; 26 for
five to eight years; 28 for nine to 11 years, and
29 for higher levels of schooling (Brucki et al.,
2003). Information  regarding MMSE
psychometric properties (internal reliability,
evidence of criterion validity etc.) is available
in Lourengo et al. (2008). After collection, all
data were tabulated and analyzed, except for
VIA which was sent for analysis to the Values
in Action Institute. The results were sent by
the Institute within a month.

Participants did not receive rewards for
taking part in the study. We assured them that
their data would remain anonymous and
confidential and that they could receive
feedback about their profile of CS if they
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wanted. Those who agreed to participate in
the study voluntarily signed the informed
consent. This study fulfills the ethical research
standards for Brazil and Portugal. It was
approved by a research ethics committee of
the Federal University of Juiz de Fora under
the number CAAE 14978913.8.0000.5147.

Data Analysis

We used the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (version 21.0) for the statistical
analysis, and compared the Brazilian and
Portuguese scores of each CS, along with
gender differences, through independent
samples t-test. We used Pearson’s correlation
() to compare the 24 Brazilian and
Portuguese CS and to look for correlations
between CS and age, years of schooling, or
PWB. The five CS with higher scores are
commonly considered the signature CS (SCS)
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) but, in this study,
we used a t-test for paired samples to identify
them. Therefore, we considered those SCS
with higher scores that did not significantly
differ from each other but did so from the rest.
We adopted similar criteria and analyses for
the lesser-endorsed strengths (LES). That is,
we considered those with lower scores that
did not significantly differ from each other but

TABLE 1.

differed significantly when compared to the
rest. We set the level of significance to p =
0.05.

RESULTS

Table 1 provides mean scores for each CS
ranked from highest to lowest based on
Brazilian respondents. Both the SCS
(underlined) and the LES (twice underlined)
for older adults from each country are also
presented. The correlation between the 24 CS
mean scores of both countries was 0.632
(p<.001). The SCS of the Brazilians were
spirituality,  gratitude, authenticity, and
kindness, which did not significantly differ from
each other [t (73) = 0.681, p = .498 for the
spirituality-gratitude pair; t (73) = 1.157, p =
251 for the gratitude-authenticity pair; t (73) =
0.522, p = .604 for the authenticity-kindness
pair], but significantly differed from fairness [t
(73) = 3.016, p < .001]. The LES was love of
learning, as this CS significantly differed from
perspective [t (73) = 2413, p < .09].
Regarding the Portuguese older adults, the
SCS was authenticity, which significantly
differed from kindness [t (73) = 3.304, p <
.001]. And the LES was perspective, which
significantly differed from self-regulation [t
(73) =-2.382, p < .05].

Means and Standard Deviations of Character Strengths and t Test for Brazilian and Portuguese Samples.

Brazil Portugal

Character Strengths m 3D m 3D T test
Spirituality 4.61 0.49 3.66 0.91 7.967*
Gratitude 4.58 0.53 4.10 0.55 5.445*
Authenticity 4.54 0.49 4.55 0.40 0.184
Kindness 4.53 0.49 4.39 0.46 1.732
Fairness 443 0.53 4.29 0.52 1.573
Love 4.37 0.54 4.14 0.62 2418
Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence 4.36 0.56 3.94 0.58 4419
Zest 4.36 0.57 3.87 0.60 5.175*
Hope 4.29 0.54 3.89 0.57 4.417*
Persistence 427 0.55 3.92 0.61 3.674*
Prudence 4.24 0.56 3.90 0.61 3.503*
Forgiveness 418 0.55 4.00 0.56 1.934
Leadership 418 0.59 3.97 0.65 2.069**
Teamwork 4.16 0.48 4.02 0.50 1.753
Social Intelligence 415 0.62 3.89 0.58 2.661*
Curiosity 4.15 0.57 3.84 0.57 3.255*
Judgment 4.08 0.62 3.95 0.58 1.349
Humor 4.05 0.78 3.82 0.74 1.840
Humility/ Modesty 4.05 0.61 3.72 0.60 3.257*
Bravery 3.99 0.52 3.82 0.61 1.793
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Brazil Portugal

Character Strengths m ) m ) T test
Self-regulation 3.98 0.62 3.57 0.58 4.188*
Creativity 3.91 0.67 3.68 0.66 2,118
Perspective 3.90 0.68 3.36 0.61 5.038"
Love of Learning 3.66 0.7 3.80 0.62 1.283

Note. Signature Character Strengths; Lesser-Endorsed Strengths; *p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.05; df = 146.

When  gender  differences  were
considered, it was only identified that the
Brazilian females had higher mean scores in
hope [t (74, 72) =2.212, p <.05]. In Portugal,
higher mean scores were observed for women
in appreciation of beauty and excellence [t
(74, 72) = 2.226, p < .05]. Portuguese males
have more prudence [t (74, 72) = 2.392, p <
.05], hope [t (74, 72) = 2.175, p < .05],
persistence [t (74, 72) = 2.272, p <. 05] and
perspective [t (74, 72) = 2.772, p < .01] than
females.

Age was weakly and positively correlated
with self-regulation (p < .05) and weakly and
negatively correlated with gratitude (p <.05) in

TABLE 2.

the Brazilian sample (Table 2). For
Portuguese older adults, age was weakly and
negatively correlated with appreciation of
beauty and excellence (p < .05). Regarding
the number of schooling years, love of
learning (p < .05) was weakly and positively
correlated with this variable in both samples.
For the Brazilian older adults, schooling also
correlated weakly and positively  with
appreciation of beauty and excellence (p <
.05). In the Portuguese sample, weak
negative correlations were observed between
schooling and prudence (p < .05) and
perspective (p < .05). The correlations were
moderate negative for gratitude (p < .01) and
spirituality (p < .01).

Correlations Between Character Strengths and Age, Schooling, and Psychological Well-Being for Brazilian

and Portuguese Samples.

Brazil Portugal

Character Strengths Age Schooling PWB Age Schooling PWB
Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence -.028 231* -.031 -.284* .164 .009
Bravery .078 -.042 .092 -109 -.065 021
Love -.064 .034 .082 -.051 -196 041
Prudence -.002 -.053 116 -.004 -.300* -115
Teamwork -.198 154 A41 .108 -167 -072
Creativity -.029 .028 110 -.038 -196 .085
Curiosity -.018 -016 233" -.061 107 .260*
Fairness -.051 .044 .031 -131 116 219
Forgiveness .004 -137 213 .004 -.011 012
Gratitude -.233" 119 .004 .043 =313 -011
Authenticity -.145 144 .043 -.057 -.046 -.031
Hope .016 -153 A79 -014 -173 224
Humor -.093 -.030 220 -.050 -7 194
Persistence .008 -134 .285* .082 -.090 A27
Judgment -.013 .036 159 -.093 .01 -.005
Kindness -133 .088 .045 -115 -.180 .039
Leadership .024 -115 .096 .020 -119 075
Love of Learning .048 .260* .037 -.016 283" 019
Humility/ Modesty .050 -140 271* -.045 -.023 -.061
Perspective .201 -173 .080 .206 -.287* -.018
Self-regulation 2427 -144 122 143 .099 156
Social Intelligence -.049 .058 .255* -.080 -199 034
Spirituality -.010 .023 .028 A7 -413 -.096
Zest -.090 -.104 213 .020 -.185 221

Note. PWB: Psychological well-being; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
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To compare the PWB of the Brazilian and
Portuguese older adults, we used the
percentage of the PGCMS answers denoting
high PWB instead of the total score, since the
scales have different amounts of items, as
explained in the materials section. The
Brazilian sample (M = 67.09, SD = 20.61) had
a higher percentage of answers that denote
high PWB than the Portuguese one (M =
59.07, SD = 24.12) [t (148, 146) = 2.174, p <
.05]. PWB did not correlate with age (r = -
0.116, p = .327) or with schooling (r =-0.065,
p = .585) for Brazilian seniors. In contrast, for
the Portuguese sample, PWB was weakly and
negatively correlated with age (r=-0.281, p <
.05) and moderately positively with schooling
(r=0.328, p<.01). Brazilian [t (74, 72) = 0.615;
p =.612] and Portuguese (t (74, 72) = 1.794,
p = .077) females and males did not differ on
the PWB. For the Brazilian older adults, we
observed positive and weak correlations
between PWB and four CS: curiosity (r =
0.233, p < .05), persistence (r = 0.285, p <
.05), humility/modesty (r=0.271, p <.05) and
social intelligence (r = 0.255, p < .05). Only
curiosity (r = 0.260, p < .05) was weakly
positively correlated with PWB for the
Portuguese sample.

DISCUSSION

There were similarities found in CS across the
two nations’ samples, but there were
differences as well. Regarding the similarities,
all CS had mean scores above 3 points;
specifically, above 3.66 and 3.36 for Brazil
and Portugal, respectively. Generally, there
was a considerable consistency in the profile
of CS in both samples, and authenticity was a
SCS for both. We hypothesize that the cultural
similarities among these two countries could
explain these results. The relationship
between Brazil and Portugal began with the
colonization of Brazil, just over five hundred
years ago, and was maintained through
language and migratory movements, among
other things. Like other psychological
processes, CS can be cultivated not only
through parents, schools, and neighborhood,
but also through socialization and culture

(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Therefore, if
cultural characteristics are shared between
the two countries, it is expected that their CS
profiles will be somewhat similar. With
samples made of young and middle-aged
adults, similarities in distributions of CS,
gender differences, and associations between
CS and subjective happiness have been
found even when comparisons between
eastern and western countries are made
(McGrath, 2014; Park et al., 2006; Shimai et
al., 2006).

Nevertheless, we found particularities for
each of the countries. Brazilians reported
higher scores than the Portuguese in most of
the CS. Besides, authenticity, spirituality,
gratitude, and kindness were also SCS of
older adult Brazilians. LES were also different
for the two samples: love of learning for Brazil
and perspective for Portugal. This result can
be partially explained by the number of
schooling years; participants from Brazil
received less formal education than the
Portuguese seniors. As we observed in this
investigation, schooling years were positively
correlated with love of learning. People who
experience this strength appear to appreciate
what they learn more than others (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004). When analyzing lifelong
education as a right for older adults, Barbosa-
Fohrmann and Araujo (2019) recall the Madrid
International Plan of Action on Ageing, drawn
up in 2002, which stated that education is a
crucial basis for an active life, with lifelong
education and ongoing training being
prerequisites for social and labor participation,
good health and well-being of older adults.

A viable hypothesis for perspective
considered the LES for the Portuguese older
adults could be that they are more self-critical,
not considering themselves wise enough. In
addition, perspective was one of the four CS
that negatively correlated with schooling.
Perspective is the ability to accumulate
knowledge and experience, coordinate
information, and use it deliberately to improve
well-being. A person with perspective can
provide wise counsel to others. This CS can
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be understood as wisdom itself (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004).

The differences in most CS scores
between countries are not uncommon. Shimai
etal. (2006) noticed that the American sample
scored higher than the Japanese. Hutz et al.
(2014) found that Americans scored higher
than Brazilians in hope, but the inverse was
found for optimism. McGrath (2014) also
obtained differences in CS in lots of countries,
but Park et al. (2006) questioned to what
extent these variations between nations
represent that they differ in their overall virtue
instead of national idiosyncrasies in the
interpretation of the items or sampling
variation. The authors highlighted that this
remains unclear. Brazilians are, on average,
more open about themselves and their
surrounding world and are part of a society
that emphasizes sociability (Peltokorpi &
Froese, 2014). Also, Brazilian sample data
was collected in an individual structured
interview form, which may have impacted the
scores due to social desirability-which can
already be considered a limitation of this
study. This may have contributed to the
endorsement of CS among Brazilian older
adults, and perhaps this has influenced
Brazilians to have more SCS. It is possible
that using the same data collection process
and representative samples rather than
convenience may contribute to deeper
analyses.

Although gender differences have been
found when CS studies are carried out with
adult samples (e.g., Linley et al., 2007;
Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2012; Noronha &
Barbosa, 2016), Heintz et al. (2017) meta-
analysis with participants ranging in age from
less than 13 to 54 years old supports the idea
that males and females are mostly similar in
their CS with the exception of love, kindness,
appreciation of beauty and excellence, and
gratitude, when females scored higher. But we
have not identified studies that analyze these
differences in older adults. Ruch et al. (2010)
and Freitas (2019) are exceptions. The first
study found that males scored higher than

females in humor in all age groups, except in
the oldest group (>70 years old) where there
is a possible change in this trend. This might
imply that individuals handle CS in a different
way during different stages of life (Heintz et
al., 2017; Ruch et al., 2010). Freitas (2019)
analyzed all groups of CS in older adults, and
considering the average score of each CS, no
differences between genders were found.

In this study, slight gender differences
were found specifically in the Portuguese
sample. Prudence, persistence, perspective
and hope were scored higher for men, and
appreciation of beauty and excellence was
scored higher for women. The greater gender
differences found in the Portuguese sample
might be associated with the fact that
Portuguese society has been changing its
values from conservative to more democratic
and open ones. Also, they are not open to
new values and modernity (Lima, 2002), thus
partially maintaining some expected cultural
differences between women and men. That is,
men scoring higher in CS related to courage
(e.g., persistence) and wisdom and
knowledge (e.g., perspective), and women
scoring higher in transcendence, a virtue
formed by CS that enable greater connection
with the universe and meaning of life (e.g.,
appreciation of beauty and excellence). Hope
results were apparently controversial. With
the Portugal sample, men scored higher, and
in the Brazilian sample, we found a higher
score for women. Although hope belongs to
the virtue of transcendence, it has
components of goal directed determination
(agency), planning of ways to meet these
goals (pathways), and believing that the
desired goal can be achieved (Wippold &
Roncoroni, 2020). This confirm that CS that
relate more to the establishment and
achievement of goals, tend to be more
endorsed by males. Establishing gender
differences or similarities in CS is important for
several reasons: (a) if they exist, future
studies can elucidate their causes,
development, changes, and consequences;
(b) it would help researchers to evaluate
whether gender should be controlled in
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statistical analyses to avoid biases; and (c)
help to tailor CS-based interventions to the
individual’s needs (Heintz et al., 2017).

Even if sex differences may arise because
of biosocial interactions, whereby males and
females are biologically predisposed to
perform certain roles (Eagly & Wood, 2002),
gender differences seem to have a special
relaton with historically and socially
determined gender roles. In terms of CS,
neither our study nor others (e.g., Linley et al.,
2007) provided strong evidence to support the
Eagly and Wood (1999) nurturing hypothesis.
Moreover, it seems that there are more
similarities than differences between genders
(Heintz et al., 2017), so the CS’s gender
differences should not be exaggerated (Linley
etal., 2007). This statement seems to be even
more accurate when it comes to older adults.
As age advances, differences between the
genders, in terms of CS, tend to diminish or
even extinguish (Heintz et al., 2017; Freitas,
2019). However, longitudinal studies are
necessary to better understand gender
differences and, as proposed by Heintz et al.
(2017).

Regarding the relationship between CS
and age, the results of other studies are also
not in agreement (e.g., Park et al., 2006;
Linley et al., 2007; Littman-Ovadia & Lavy,
2012; Ruch et al., 2010). However, self-
regulation has been positively correlated with
age in other studies (Freitas, 2019; Linley et
al., 2007; Ruch et al., 2010), which was also
observed in this Brazilian sample. The results
showing negative correlations between
gratitude and age in the Brazilian sample, and
between appreciation of beauty and
excellence, and age in the Portuguese
sample, disagree from those obtained by
Ruch et al. (2010). These authors found
positive correlations between those two CS
and age. When correlations between CS and
age are obtained, they are frequently weak,
which is also true in this study.

The correlation between some CS and age
suggests a trend of the development of the

character through life (Linley et al., 2007) or
that there is a lifelong stability of the CS,
sustaining the theoretical proposition that the
CS are similar to personality traits (Littman-
Ovadia & Lavy, 2012). However, it is not
known whether in older age they tend to
remain stable, achieve stability, or continue to
develop. Once again, we highlight the need for
longitudinal studies to help researchers better
understand this theme, especially since older
age comprises a wide range of years that can
include decline and loss, but also health,
social activity, and engagement (Teater &
Chonody, 2020).

Positive institutions, such as educational
centers and schools, may help in and allow
the development of CS (Peterson & Seligman,
2004). It has been assumed (e.g., Linley et al.,
2007) and confirmed by empirical study (e.g.,
Ruch et al., 2010) that the CS related to the
virtue wisdom and knowledge are more
strongly correlated with schooling, particularly
love of learning (Ruch et al., 2010). In the
older adult samples analyzed in this study, we
have not fully confirmed this assumption. In
both, love of learning positively correlated with
years of schooling. However, in the Brazilian
sample, only appreciation of beauty and
excellence (transcendence) were also
associated with schooling. And, surprisingly,
in the Portuguese older adults, perspective
(wisdom and  knowledge), prudence
(temperance), gratitude (transcendence), and
spirituality ~ (transcendence) were also
correlated to schooling, but negatively.
Although these results should be analyzed
with caution, they point to the fact that not all
schooling processes can be beneficial for the
development of CS or sustain their benefits
until old age.

Regarding the correlations between CS
and PWB, we observed lower degrees of
correlation in this study, and in a smaller
number of CS, when compared to other
studies that analyze the relation between CS
and life satisfaction (Linley et al., 2007; Ruch
et al., 2010), subjective well-being (Linley et
al., 2007) or PWB (Freitas & Barbosa, 2022).
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Typically, the CS that have been more
robustly associated with life satisfaction are
hope, zest, gratitude, love and curiosity
(Ramzan et al., 2022), even when controlling
age and gender (Linley et al., 2007). However,
by studying older adults and assessing an
analogous construct, PWB, we found only
curiosity to be positively correlated with PWB
in both samples. We obtained other positive
correlations between CS and PWB for the
Brazilian older adults, specifically with
persistence, humility/modesty, and social
intelligence. Still, all the correlations were
weak.

The relationship between CS and well-
being-we add PWB-might be different for
people at different periods in life (Martinez-
Marti & Ruch, 2014). In this sense, the results
of this study contribute to greater knowledge
about this relation in older adults, which have
important implications for the theory of CS but
also for strengths-based interventions for this
group. These interventions might focus
especially on the CS most highly associated
with PW-should it be its purpose—in older age,
improving the older adult fit and increasing
their efficacy (Freitas et al., 2021). We did not
find gender differences in PWB in either
sample in our study, nor was there a
correlation with age or schooling for the
Brazilian sample. But, for the Portuguese
participants, PWB is inversely proportional to
age and proportional to schooling, which could
partially explain more responses that denote
better PWB for the Brazilians than the
Portuguese.

Conclusion

We found differences and similarities among
the two samples regarding the distribution of
CS, from most to least frequently endorsed,
comparison by gender and age, and
relationship between CS and PWB. The
particularities of each country (e.g., the
association of PWB with age and education in
the Portuguese sample, but not in the
Brazilian one) need to be considered. The
results we present in this study differ from

other cross-cultural studies about CS. This
can be partially expected because there is no
other cross-cultural investigation, to our
knowledge, that analyzed all the 24 CS in a
sample composed exclusively by older adults.
This was the biggest contribution of this study.
Despite the results yielded by our efforts, one
limitation—which is shared by most studies
about CS (Martinez-Marti & Ruch, 2014)-is
the limited representativeness of the samples,
which are chosen Dby convenience.
Investigations with more representative older
adult samples are necessary to advance the
understanding of CS, especially longitudinal
research. Notwithstanding this and other
limitations presented in the article (e.g., low
internal consistency of some factors of some
scales or the impossibility of performing this
calculation for the CS measurement), the
results obtained in this study contribute to the
theory of CS in older age and the planning of
interventions that aim to promote well-being
and/or CS of older adults.
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