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Abstract: This study aimed to study the relations between character and social support, through
the Characters Strengths Scale (EFC) and Social Support Scale - EPSUS-1J (Youth version). 293
adolescents, 14 to 17 years (M=14.95, SD=3.038) participated, 67.8% female. Results showed that
the factor 1 (Contributing to Problems) EPSUS-1J contributed significantly to explain 21 characters
strengths. The second factor (Social Interaction) presented significant coefficients in 14 strengths,
and factor 3 (Affectivity) in 12 strengths. The findings are discussed based on literature.

Keywords: positive psychology, psychological assessment, social support, strengths, adolescence

Resumen: El presente estudio tuvo como objetivo estudiar las relaciones entre fortalezas del
caracter y la percepcion del apoyo social a través de la Escala de Fortalezas del Caracter — EFC y
de la Escala de Apoyo Social - EPSUS-1J (Version Infanto-Juvenil). Participaron de la investigacion
293 adolescentes, con edades entre 14 y 17 afios (M=14.95, DT=3.038), de ambos sexos, siendo
67.8% del sexo femenino. Como resultado fue posible identificar que el factor 1 (Enfrentamiento
de Problemas) contribuy¢ significativamente en 21 fortalezas. A su vez, en los factores Interaccion
Social y Afectividad presentaron coeficientes significativos en 14 y 12 fortalezas respectivamente.
Los hallazgos se discuten con base en la literatura.
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Resumo: O presente estudo teve por objetivo estudar as relacdes entre forcas de carater e percepgao
de suporte social, por meio da Escala de Forcas de Carater — EFC e da Escala de Suporte Social -
EPSUS-IJ (Versao Infanto-Juvenil). Participaram da pesquisa 293 adolescentes, com idades entre 14
e 17 anos (M=14,95, DP=3,038), ambos os sexos, sendo 67.8% do sexo feminino. Como resultado
foi possivel identificar que o fator 1 (Enfrentamento de Problemas) contribuiu significativamente
em 21 forcas. Por sua vez, os fatores Interacdo Social y Afetividade apresentaram coeficientes
significativos em 14 e 12 forcas respetivamente. Os achados sdo discutidos a luz da literatura.
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Introduction

Character strengths are relatively stable,
pro-social characteristics that can be manifested
through behaviors, thoughts, or feelings. They
must be authentic to the individual and allow a
functioning close to his or her ideal (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004). The authors elaborated a clas-
sification (Niemiec, 2013), resulting from an ex-
tensive literature review, titled Values In Action
(VIA), which brings together 24 strengths distri-
buted among six virtues, in order to clearly des-
cribe human potentialities.

Two instruments were developed based on
VIA suppositions: the Values In Action Inventory
of Strengths (VIA-IS) and the Values In Action
Youth Survey (VIA-Y). Both scales are aimed at
assessing individual differences in people’s qua-
lities (Snyder & Lopez, 2009). The instrument
was translated into several languages, which ge-
nerated much research, some with recent publi-
cations (McGrath, 2015a, McGrath, 2015b, Pro-
yer, Gander, Wellenzohn, & Ruch, 2015; Ruch,
Martinez-Marti, Proyer, & Harzen, 2014a, Ruch,
Weber, Park, & Peterson, 2014b, Shoshani &
Slone, 2013, among others). There is a Portugue-
se translation and a study with a Brazilian sample
was published with the objective of performing
a cross-cultural adaptation, investigating the in-
ternal structure, and obtaining demographic data
(Seibel, DeSouza, & Koller, 2015).

Moreover, in Brazil, Noronha and Barbosa
(2016) constructed a Character Strengths Scale,
using the VIA model and applying it to Brazilian
samples. In this context, the present work pro-
poses to seek relationships between character
strengths and perceived social support (American
Education Research Association, American Psy-
chology Association, and the National Council
on Measurement in Education - AERA, APA, &
NCME, 2014 Urbina , 2007). The relationship
with other variables was chosen for this research,
which sought correlation patterns between the
test scores and other variables that measure the
same construct or related constructs and with va-
riables that measure different constructs (4meri-
can Education Research Association, American
Psychology Association & National Council
on Measurement in Education - AERA, APA &
NCME, 2014).

Character strengths and social support will
be correlated, through the respective instruments,
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and the theoretical justification is based on the
understanding that the environment exerts in-
fluence in the strengthening of emotions and
character strengths, that being in a promising
and safe social environment, in which there is
the incentive of potential, it is likely that indivi-
duals have more resources to improve their skills
(Snyder & Lopez, 2009). For the authors, chil-
dren and adolescents living in social contexts in
which the negative aspects are pronounced do not
develop coping resources and, seeking solutions
to their problems, face life with little enthusiasm.
The statement by Campos (2004) follows the
same reasoning: the extent to which the indivi-
dual perceives this support and finds the strength
to face adverse situations, results in positive con-
sequences for his/her well-being, such as reduced
stress, increased self-esteem and psychological
well-being.

According to Cobb (1976), social support
refers to the support received by members of the
individual’s social environment—i.e. friends,
classmates, work colleagues and community),
though it can also be offered by family. Supporti-
ve relationships can be considered a positive fac-
tor in individuals’ development, given the need
for interrelationship and satisfaction that the gi-
ving or receiving process helps trigger, as well as
the impact on self-esteem (De Jong Gierveld &
Dykstra, 2008).

Still in order to define the construct, Cobb
(1976) stated that social support is related to the
beliefs of being loved, being appreciated for his/
her value, and, finally, to the perception that peo-
ple care about him/her. Thois (1982), in turn, pos-
tulated that the social support construct presents
a so-called instrumental dimension, beyond the
affective dimension mentioned above, in which
the individual realizes that people can help him/
her through financial and practical resources such
as, for example, lending money, taking care of
a child for a few hours, or even giving a ride to
the doctor when needed. Rodriguez and Cohen
(1998) stated that one more dimension should
be included in social support, namely informa-
tional support, which refers to the possibility of
receiving information from others that helps the
individual in the problem-solving and decision-
making processes.

Positive psychology interventions aimed at
youth have been necessary, to ensure the positi-
ve development of young people. There is am-
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ple evidence for its effectiveness in increasing
well-being, improving depression (Proyer, Gan-
der, Wellenzohn, & Ruch, 2015), and increasing
academic performance (Weber & Rusch, 2012).
However, the authors prioritize the determination
of individuals’ principal strengths (Proyer et al.,
2015), and not on their relation to other cons-
tructs, which affirms the importance of the pre-
sent study. Bastianello and Hutz (2016) endorse
claims that research on issues related to character
strengths, emotions, and positive attachments,
such as optimism and social support, appear to be
poorly addressed.

Among the themes investigated are those
designed for the construction and validation of
instruments, such as the present work, and those
designed for intervention (Renshaw & Steeves,
2016).

Although studies with the VIA instruments
are becoming current (Toner, Haslam, Robinson,
& Williams, 2012), their relation with other cons-
tructs is still incipient. Highlighting the research
of Shoshani and Slone (2013), in a longitudinal
study, the authors’ goal was to examine the asso-
ciations between character strengths, subjective
well-being, school performance of adolescents,
and social behavior during the transition to high
school in public schools. The results identified,
especially in relation to social behavior, that the
strengths of kindness, love, and gratitude predict
social adjustment and can improve the ability of
adolescents to maintain and establish interper-
sonal relationships and develop social identities
and a sense of belonging.

Regarding the relationship between subjecti-
ve well-being, Gratitude, Hope/Optimism, Love,
and Vitality strongly correlated with life satis-
faction in the research of Ruch, et al. (2014a).
Accordingly, Ruch et al. (2014b), in developing
research to adapt VIA-Youth to a German popu-
lation, found the same strengths as those most
related to life satisfaction.

Using the Character Strengths Scale in Bra-
zil, Noronha and Martins (2016) found a relation-
ship between Vitality, Gratitude, Hope/Optimism,
Perseverance, and Love with life satisfaction in
moderate magnitudes. In a similar study, Oli-
veira, Nunes, Legal and Noronha (2016) found
relationships between subjective well-being and
the same previous strengths, plus Humor and
Love of learning. The present research aimed to
relate the results of the Character Strengths Scale

(EFC) to those related to the Social Support Scale
(EPSUS-1)).

Method
Participants

A total of 293 adolescents participated in
the study, age 14 to 17 years (M = 14.95, SD =
3.038), 67.8% female and 32.2% male. The parti-
cipants were junior high and high school students
in the 8th (n =9), 9th (n =9), 10th (n = 85), 11th
(n=150) and 12th (n = 40) grades. With regard to
parental marital status, 53.6% of the adolescents
had parents that were married. The convenience
sample was from five public schools in state of
Sao Paulo.

Instruments

- The Character Strengths Scale - EFC (No-
ronha & Barbosa, 2016) was developed based
on the Values In Action model and is intended
to evaluate 24 character strengths. A 72-item
construction was submitted to a review panel for
analysis and for the pilot study. One item was
suppressed and, for the validity studies, a second
order analysis was performed, with the 24 cha-
racter strengths, to investigate the dimensionality
of the instrument. To determine the number of
factors that should be extracted, Noronha, De-
llazzana-Zanon and Zanon (2015) used different
methods of analysis in determining that the theo-
retical model of virtues could not be replicated.
The alpha coefficient (0.93) indicated high relia-
bility.

- The Perceived Social Support Scale -
Child-Adolescent Version (EPSUS-1J) was the
second instrument used, developed by Baptista
and Cardoso (2013) and based on the assump-
tions of Rodriguez and Cohen (1998). The scale’s
objective is to evaluate children’s and adoles-
cents’ perceptions of support received in the so-
cial context, that is, to evaluate how they percei-
ve their social relationships in affective aspects,
social interaction, and coping with problems. The
scale is composed of 23 items, distributed among
three factors, such as: Coping with Problems (11
items, with o = 0.91), related to the respondent’s
perception of peer support in moments of deci-
sion-making; Social Interaction (five items, with
o= 0.88), which evaluates the quality of subjects’
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relationships with others; and Affectivity (seven
items, with 0. =0.91), related to emotional support.

Procedures

The project was first submitted to the Re-
search Ethics Committee of the University
of Sdo Francisco and, after approval (CAAE
36085814.6.0000.5514), the school board for a
town in Sao Paulo state was contacted, as well
as the institutions, to gain authorization for data
collection. After receiving Board approval, and
approval by the schools, a secondary contact was
made with the schools to schedule the applica-
tions.

Because the survey participants were under
18 years of age, all research information, guideli-
nes and collection procedures were provided to the
guardians via the students, and Free and Informed
Consent forms (FIC) were signed. After the FICs
were collected, students were shown to a separate
room where they responded to the instruments.
With regard to the instrument sequence, the EFC
was administered first followed by the EPSUS-
1J. The instruments were applied collectively,
within a duration of approximately 45 minutes.

Data analysis

Data analysis was performed using SPSS
software version 22.0, linear regression in parti-
cular. For this, enter was the chosen method, con-
sidering each of the 24 character strengths as a
dependent variable and the five personality traits
as independent variables. This analysis was used
to meet the objective of the study (Hair, Tatham,
& Black, 2005).

Results

Prior to the aforementioned linear regres-
sion analysis, predictive character strengths
analyses were performed, individually, based on
the Perceived Social Support Scale factors. For
each of the 24 regressions, Coping with Pro-
blems (Factor 1), Social Interaction (Factor 2)
and Affectivity (Factor 3) were selected as inde-
pendent variables. Table 1 shows the regression
coefficients summarized.

Of the 24 regressions, with the exception of
Self-regulation, the 23 others were significant. Of
these, the adjusted coefficients of determination
(R?) varied from 0.020 (Emotional Intelligence)

Table 1
Coefficients of Linear Regression of Character Strengths

Character Strengths R R’ Beta t P

Gratitude 0.119 0.109 0345 3.897 <0.001
Curiosity 0.047 0.036  0.117 1.639 0.005
Hope/optimism 0.133  0.084 0306 6.263  <0.001
Kindness 0.046 0.035 0214 5.703 0.006
Justice 0.049 0.038 0.193  5.258 0.004
Appreciation of beauty 0.093  0.083  0.160 5594  <0.001
Perseverance 0.073  0.062  0.196  5.626 <0.001
Critical thinking 0.077 0.067 0.015 5510 <0.001
Modesty 0.039 0.028 0.231 6.844 0.014
Love of learning 0.073  0.063 0272 4772  <0.001
Spirituality 0.094 0.084 0326 4346  <0.001
Authenticity 0.082 0.072 0272 7968  <0.001
Prudence 0.130  0.120  0.360  4.545  <0.001
Love 0.158 0.148  0.383 3.378  <0.001
Humor 0.119  0.109  0.138 1.722  <0.001
Vitality 0.135 0.125 0.253 0459  <0.001
Teamwork 0.114  0.104 0222 5788  <0.001
Emotional intelligence 0.031 0.020 0.177  5.079 0.040
Bravery 0.101  0.091  0.330 6.453  <0.001
Leadership 0.098 0.087 0271 2961 <0.001
Perspective 0.055 0.044 0.063  5.495 0.002
Creativity 0.196  0.187  0.300 4.584  <0.001
Self-regulation 0.023 0.012 0.173  3.561 0.108
Forgiveness and mercy 0.041  0.030 0.178  2.835 0.011
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to 0.187 (Creativity). Accordingly, we can say
that 7 strengths were better predicted, namely
Gratitude, Prudence, Love, Humor, Vitality, Tea-
mwork and Creativity. Continuing in this line,
perceived social support represented 19% of
the explained variance of the strength Creativi-
ty, 15% of Love and 13% of Vitality. In order to
better understand the contribution of EPSUS-1J
factors toward the explanation of character stren-
gths, table 2 informs on the significance of each.

The data allow us to identify that Factor 1
(Coping with Problems) contributed significantly
in 21 strengths. Social Interaction, Factor 2, pre-
sented significant coefficients in 14 strengths, and
Affectivity (or Factor 3), in 12 strengths. A dis-
cussion of these findings follows.

Discussion
According to McGrath (2015a), one reason

that studies directed at the character strengths,
such as the present research, are relevant is be-

cause such strengths are subject to lexical diffe-
rences as well as cultural context, even while
they are recognized as universal human characte-
ristics. From this perspective, studying the model
with distinct samples is necessary. Added to this
is the fact that validity evidence is sought for a
character strengths assessment instrument whose
construction and validation of measures is still
urgent (Aens, APA, & NCME, 2014; Renshaw &
Steeves, 2016).

Favorable perceived social support plays a
protective role in the face of the difficulties en-
countered by adolescents (Thompson, Mazza,
Herting, Randell, & Eggert, 2005), and may re-
duce negative effects on health (Nurullah, 2012).
Because of this, it was elected as a construct to be
related to the Character Strengths Scale. For Pro-
cidano and Hellen (1983), the study of perceived
social support in adolescents may reveal impor-
tant information since, depending on the nature
of established peer relationships, changes are
observed throughout their development, which

Table 2
Levels of significance relative to the contribution of each factor of EPSUS-1J to explain character
strengths
EPSUS-IJ Factors Character Strengths Levels of significance
Fator 1 Fator 2 Fator 3
Factor T — Factor 2 — Fator 3 Prudence <0.001 p=0.001 p=0.006
Appreciation of beauty p=0.022 p<0.001 p=0.006
Hope/optimism »<0.001 p<0.001 p<0.001
Creativity p<0.001 p<0.001 p<0.001
Love p<0.001 p<0.001 p=0.001
Leadership »<0.001 p=0.002 p=0.002
Teamwork p<0.001 p=0.008 p<0.001
Factor T - Factor 2 Authenticity p<0.001 p<0.001
Bravery »<0.001 p<0.001
Spirituality p<0.001 p=0.015
Factor 1 - Factor 3 Perseverance =0.006 p=0.001
Vitality p<0.001 p=0.003
Humor p=0.046 p<0.001
Factor T Love of learning <0.001
Justice p=0.008
Kindness p=0.001
Emotional intelligence p=0.014
Modesty p=0.001
Self-regulation p=0.017
Gratitude p<0.001
Foregiveness and mercy ~ p=0.014
Factor 2 - Factor 3 Curiosity p=0.011 p=0.007
Critical thinking p=0.050 p<0.001
Perspective p=0.001 p=0.010
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negatively or positively impact perceived social
support.

Regarding the findings, perceived social
support—that is, how much the participants in
the sample perceive that their social relations-
hips have affective aspects and help to face pro-
blems—predicted with greater prominence se-
ven strengths. Three strengths (1) Love (values
relationships with others, in which there is reci-
procal exchange and affection, and prioritizes to
closeness with them), (2) Teamwork (works well
within a group, collaborates and is loyal) and (3)
Humor (makes people laugh and systematically
values positive aspects of situations) are very fo-
cused on contact with the Other, which justifies
the results. Similarly, Gratitude (being aware that
good things happen) also favors the relationship
between life events and people.

By another measure, the strengths of Creati-
vity (trying to do things differently), Vitality (li-
ving with enthusiasm and energy), and Prudence
(being cautious in one’s decisions so as not to take
undue risks) seem to be necessary to the establis-
hment of favorable relationships. As highlighted
by Snyder and Lopez (2009), if the social context
lacks positive role models and affection, young
people will have fewer resources to face life with
enthusiasm and solve their problems. In the same
direction, the authors endorse that environment
exerts great influence in the forging of character
strengths. From this perspective, a promising and
safe environment tends to stimulate the develop-
ment of potentialities, so that the individual tends
to present more resources for perfecting his/her
skills.

Ruch et al. (2014a) developed research ai-
ming to adapting the VIA-Youth to the German
population. Their results partially corroborate
those of the present study, since the character
strengths of Hope, Gratitude, Love and Vitali-
ty correlated positively with life satisfaction. In
relation to social behavior, Shoshani and Slone
(2013) have shown that interpersonal strengths
(among them, Kindness, Love and Gratitude) are
predictors of social adjustment and, in addition,
can improve the adolescent’s ability to establish
and maintain interpersonal relations, and to de-
velop social identities and a sense of belonging,
which reaffirm part of the results obtained here.
The authors endorse that social support, feeling
of belonging to the group, is associated with psy-
chological well-being.
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As for the best predictor, Factor 1 of the
Perceived Social Support Scale, respondents most
frequently related their perception of how much
support was received from their social network
members in moments of decision-making. This is
pertinent given the assertions of Bastianello and
Hutz (2016), that people who perceive strong so-
cial support present better emotional adjustment.
Finally, character strengths can be fortified and
programs that aim to broaden them have achie-
ved satisfactory effects (Proyer, Gander, Wellen-
zohn, & Ruch, 2015; Wagner & Ruch, 2015).

Final considerations

The first objective of the research was sa-
tisfied. Findings indicated that perceived social
support, most strongly the EPSUS-1J Factor 1
that evaluates perceived support from one’s so-
cial network in moments of decision making, is
related to character strengths.

The strengths are understood as protective
factors for the adolescents and, to some extent,
taking as a reference the concept of character
strengths, that is, pre-existent capacity for a par-
ticular form of behavior, thought and feeling,
that present themselves in an authentic way to
the individual, his/her relation with the coping
with problems, and affectivity reaffirms the cha-
racteristic of the strengths’ protective factor, as
pointed out by Peterson and Seligman (2004). In
addition, social support refers to a complex and
multifaceted construct, which brings together
different dimensions of the subject’s life, and
translates the individual’s perception of the envi-
ronment and his/her relationships (Baptista, Bap-
tista, & Torres, 20006).

This investigation can aid in the social un-
derstanding of the emotional, familiar and social
phenomena of the subjects. That said, all scienti-
fic investigation of human potentialities that may
contribute to the development of psychological
knowledge, becomes relevant.

A limitation of the study refers to the sam-
ple, which is primarily represented by public
school youth from a town in the Sdo Paulo coun-
tryside. Therefore, as a research agenda, we see
the need to broaden the analyzed variables and
rely on a more representative sample. Verifying
relationships between the adolescents and their
parents (guardians) could also suggest other im-
portant reflections.
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