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Abstract This study of Spanish early adolescents aimed to extend knowledge about the
relationship between character strengths and life satisfaction (LS) and to explore gender
differences in the prediction of LS. A sample of 457 adolescents aged 11-14 years com-
pleted questionnaires to assess LS and 24 character strengths. Results from simple cor-
relation analysis showed that 18 strengths were positively and significantly correlated with
LS, the highest coefficients being those for love, hope, authenticity and persistence.
However, since strengths are inter-correlated, regression modelling was performed in order
to determine which of these strengths are the best predictors of LS, and to identify any
gender differences in this association. The results showed that love and hope were the most
relevant strengths for predicting LS, with a positive relationship being observed for both
girls and boys. This finding highlights the importance of positive thinking and of main-
taining positive relationships during early adolescence. Gender differences were observed,
however, for authenticity as a predictor of LS. Specifically, this variable made a significant
contribution to the model in girls, for whom higher scores on authenticity were associated
with greater LS. This result is interpreted in terms of gender differences in the timing of
maturation. The findings help to further our understanding of the association between
subjective well-being and character strengths in early adolescence, a critical stage of
human development. In addition, the results suggest that intervention programmes based
on character strengths in this developmental stage should mainly target the so-called
‘strengths of the heart’.
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1 Introduction

Positive psychology is a broad framework which integrates research on what makes life
most worth living (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). Life satisfaction and character
strengths are key variables in this context and serve as indicators of overall wellness
(Seligman 2002). Both these variables become critical in early adolescence, a major stage
of personality development and one that is subject to important biological and social
changes. Consequently, understanding the mechanisms underlying life satisfaction and
identifying the strengths that are most closely related to it can contribute to the promotion
of healthy development across the period of adolescence. Furthermore, an understanding of
this relationship in different countries or cultures would extend knowledge and provide a
broader platform on which to develop prevention programmes focused on young people’s
psychological strengths.

Life satisfaction (LS), the cognitive aspect of subjective well-being, refers to a person’s
evaluation of the positivity of his/her life as a whole (Diener et al. 1999). An extensive
body of research has focused on predictors and correlates of LS in adolescence and youth.
In general, LS is regarded as contributing to healthy development and optimal mental
health, it being (1) positively associated with indicators of adaptive functioning such as
self-esteem, self-efficacy, sense of coherence, metacognitive awareness, parental support,
peer attachment, and participation and achievement at school, and (2) negatively associated
with internalizing (e.g., anxiety, depression) and externalizing problems (e.g., aggression,
rule breaking behaviour), stress in different contexts, and neuroticism (Antaramian et al.
2008; Bendayan et al. 2013; Cikrikci and Odaci 2016; Gilman and Huebner 2006; Leung
and Zhang 2000; Lyons et al. 2013, 2016; Ma and Huebner 2008; Moksnes et al.
2013, 2016; Nickerson and Nagle 2004; Schwarz et al. 2012; Suldo et al. 2015; Tian et al.
2015; Weber and Huebner 2015). Life satisfaction is also thought to mitigate the negative
effects of stressful life events, which are regarded as playing a role in the development of
psychological and behavioural problems in youth (Park 2004). In addition, some authors
have reported that a higher level of LS was associated with fewer mental health problems
from adolescence through into adulthood (Fergusson et al. 2015; Sun and Shek 2012), a
finding that highlights the potential value of promoting LS in younger adolescents.

The concept of character strengths, as defined by Peterson and Seligman (2004), refers
to positive psychological traits that underpin basic virtues and which are regarded as
universal and as being grounded in biology and survival of the species. In order to identify
virtues that were common to all philosophical and religious theories and which were
independent of a particular cultural and historical moment, Peterson and Seligman (2004)
and Dahlsgaard et al. (2005) conducted a detailed investigation of philosophical documents
from across history, as well as a study of archives and books from different religious belief
systems. As a result, they identified six basic virtues (see below) that were common to
different cultures, theories and authors (Peterson and Seligman 2004; Dahlsgaard et al.
2005). In order to specify the psychological traits that underpin these virtues, Peterson and
Seligman (2004) developed the value in action (VIA) classification of 24 character
strengths organized under six broad virtues (the strengths corresponding to each virtue are
listed in parentheses): wisdom and knowledge (creativity, curiosity, love of learning, open-
mindedness and perspective); courage (authenticity, bravery, persistence and zest);
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humanity (love, kindness and social intelligence); justice (fairness, leadership and team-
work); temperance (forgiveness, modesty, prudence and self-regulation); and transcen-
dence (appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope, humour and religiousness).
Subsequently, Park and Peterson (2006a) developed the values in action inventory of
strengths for youth (VIA-Y) to assess these 24 character strengths in young people
(10-17 years of age). Studies using this instrument have found that adolescents with higher
levels of character strengths achieve more positive outcomes in life, such as fewer beha-
vioural problems, lower levels of anxiety and depression, more social skills, positive
subjective experiences, and better academic achievement (Gillham et al. 2011; Park and
Peterson 2006a; Shoshani and Slone 2013; Weber and Ruch 2012).

Seligman (2002) argued that the use of strengths is essential for living a satisfying and
fulfilling life. This is supported by the fact that numerous character strengths show a
significant and positive association with LS in children and adolescents, with research
indicating that the use of such strengths is linked to high levels of LS (Dahlsgaard 2005;
Douglass and Duffy 2015) and that they already play a significant role by the early stage of
adolescence (Ruch et al. 2014). A study conducted in the USA by Park and Peterson
(2006b), based on parents’ written descriptions of children aged between 3 and 9 years,
found that happiness was associated with higher levels of love, zest and hope. With a
sample aged between 10 and 17 years, Park and Peterson (2006a) found that LS was
positively related to hope, love, gratitude and zest. A more recent study conducted in
Australia by Toner et al. (2012), and involving high-school students aged between 15 and
18 years, found that the strengths of hope, prudence, zest and leadership predicted well-
being, as measured by instruments assessing LS and happiness. Research in Germany by
Ruch et al. (2014) found that zest, love, gratitude and hope showed the strongest positive
correlations with LS in a sample aged between 10 and 17 years.

Other researchers who have used the VIA-Y to examine the association between LS and
virtues have found, via factor analysis, different factor structures to the one derived from
the VIA classification of six virtues, thus leading to a slightly different grouping of
strengths and labelling of virtues. For example, in the USA, Gillham et al. (2011) proposed
a 5-factor model and found that the transcendence virtue (e.g., love, zest, hope, gratitude)
was a predictor of LS in adolescents aged between 13 and 15 years. In the same country,
Dahlsgaard (2005) considered a 4-factor model and found that all virtue scores were
positively correlated with LS among adolescents with a mean age of 12.9 years. Shoshani
and Slone (2013) applied the same 4-factor model in a study of middle-school students in
Israel and found that LS was predicted by strengths related to transcendence, temperance
(e.g., authenticity, prudence, perseverance) and interpersonal virtues (e.g., humour, kind-
ness, social intelligence). At 1-year follow-up, however, only transcendence strengths
predicted adolescents’ well-being. In another study of Israeli adolescents (13-18 years),
Weber et al. (2013) found that LS was best predicted by the transcendence factor (e.g.,
religiousness, gratitude, love, zest and hope), followed by the leadership factor (e.g.,
perspective, leadership, humour, social intelligence and bravery).

Based on the findings of studies that analysed the relationship between LS and strengths
in childhood and adolescence, Park and Peterson (2006a) suggested that the so-called
‘strengths of the heart’ such as zest, gratitude, hope and love show a robust association
with LS. However, as already noted, the results of studies on virtues are more varied, since
a relationship with LS has been found not only for transcendental virtues but also for
interpersonal, temperance and intellectual virtues. These inconsistencies may be due to the
use of different VIA-Y factor structures (leading to a different grouping of strengths in
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higher-order factors), as well as to differences in the age range or countries and differences
in the statistical analysis of data.

Regarding gender differences, research has consistently found that girls score signifi-
cantly higher on some of the strengths considered by the VIA-Y, especially interpersonal
ones such as love, kindness and perspective (Ferragut et al. 2013, 2014; Park and Peterson
2006a; Shimai et al. 2006; Toner et al. 2012). However, although previous studies have
considered gender in their models, we are unaware of any published research that has
examined gender differences with respect to the relationships between character strengths
and life satisfaction in children and adolescents.

Taking into consideration these sources of variability in previous research, the aims of
the present study were to extend knowledge about the relationship between character
strengths and LS by examining it in a sample of Spanish early adolescents (a relationship
not previously studied with this population), and to explore gender differences as regards
which strengths predict LS. Strengths rather than virtues were considered for two reasons:
(1) to avoid adding confusion through the use of different labels for grouping strengths, and
(2) in order to determine which strengths are the most important for predicting LS. Since
strengths are correlated with other strengths we use a regression modelling approach,
introducing one strength in each step as a predictor so as to avoid overlap among them.
Based on the empirical evidence, it is expected that some ‘strengths of the heart’ such as
hope, love and zest will be better predictors of LS than will other strengths.

2 Method
2.1 Participants

The sample comprised 457 students in their first year of compulsory secondary education
(238 males and 219 females). They ranged in age between 11 and 14 years (M = 12.28,
SD = .068) and were recruited from 27 classrooms in eight schools in the province of
Malaga (Spain). The exclusion criteria were: (1) age older than 14 years; (2) inadequate
completion of the tests administered; (3) having been specifically diagnosed by the schools
as having some type of psychological problem that would make it difficult for them to
respond to the questionnaires; and (4) having difficulty speaking Spanish. Ninety percent
of the sample were of Spanish nationality, while the remainder were mainly from Latin
American countries.

2.2 Instruments

Students’ life satisfaction scale (SLSS; Huebner 1991), in its Spanish version by Galindez
and Casas (2010). This scale consists of 7 items designed to assess LS (e.g., my life is
going well; I have what I want in life) and uses a response format comprised of a 4-point
rating (1 = never; 4 = always). A total score for LS is obtained, with higher scores
indicating more satisfaction with life. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (o) in the present
sample was .76.

Values in action inventory of strengths for youth (VIA-Y; Park and Peterson 2006a), in
its Spanish version by Vazquez and Hervas (2007). This Spanish version of the VIA-Y was
analysed and validated by Giménez (2010), who reported adequate psychometric proper-
ties. The VIA-Y consists of 198 items with a response format comprised of a 5-point rating
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(1 = not at all like me; 5 = very much like me). The questionnaire assesses 24 character
strengths, with higher scores indicating a stronger endorsement of the respective strength.
The 24 strengths assessed are as follows (in parenthesis: o in the present sample and, where
appropriate, the alternative name for the corresponding strength, as published by the VIA
Institute on Character, www.viacharacter.org): Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence
(o0 = .74), Authenticity (Honesty, oo = .77), Bravery (o = .62), Creativity (o = .75),
Curiosity (o0 = .64), Fairness (o = .67), Forgiveness (a0 = .79), Gratitude (o0 = .69), Hope
(o =.74), Humour (a0 = .70), Kindness (oo = .71), Leadership (a0 = .70), Love of
Learning (a0 = .79), Love (o = .71), Modesty (Humility, o = .60), Open-mindedness
(Judgement, oo = .65), Persistence (Perseverance, o = .78), Perspective (o = .65), Pru-
dence (o = .62), Religiousness (Spirituality, oo = .79), Self-regulation (o0 = .72), Social
Intelligence (o0 = .60), Teamwork (a0 = .79), and Zest (a0 = .66).

2.3 Procedure

The research team contacted the schools and informed heads, the governing board and the
parents’ association about the objectives and procedures of the study. Those schools which
agreed to participate took responsibility for obtaining informed consent from the students’
parents. Eight schools from the province of Malaga agreed to participate in the study. Data
were collected in each school during a 1-h group session. Participation was voluntary and
anonymous, and the sessions took place in the students’ usual classroom during the
ordinary school timetable.

2.4 Data Analysis

The correlation coefficients between each strength and LS were calculated for the total
sample and for girls and boys separately. Multiple regression analysis was then performed
to examine which character strengths are the best predictors of LS as a function of gender.
We began by conducting a preliminary analysis separately for boys and girls in order to
select the variables that would be entered into the regression model. With sufficiently large
sample sizes (as in the present study) a small correlation coefficient may be statistically
significant, but this does not necessarily mean that the relationship is strong. According to
Cohen’s criterion (1988), correlation coefficients of |.10l are considered small and 1.30! are
considered moderate. When it comes to psychological data, however, some authors have
discussed the need to adopt more liberal criterions. Hemphill (2003) proposed an extension
of Cohen’s guidelines to psychological studies by examining 380 meta-analytical studies,
and provided evidence of the adequacy of considering an intermediate cut-off equal to .20.
On this basis, and in order to maximize the value of our data, those strengths for which the
correlation coefficient with respect to LS was above .20l were selected for inclusion in the
model as possible predictors for each gender. Based on this criterion, 13 strengths were
entered into the regression model for each gender.

A modelling approach was then used to determine the model with the best fit to the data,
adding one potential predictor (character strength) in each step to avoid overlap among
them. The increment in R* was computed in several nested models, testing the change in R*
significance when a predictor was added to the model. If the change was significant
(p equal to or less than .05), the predictor remained in the model; otherwise, the predictor
was excluded. In the next step, a new predictor was added, and so on. Separate regression
modelling was performed for each gender, and the predictors were entered according to a
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statistical criterion (in descending order according to their corresponding correlation
coefficient).

Once the best model for boys and girls had been selected we performed a multiple
regression analysis that included gender and the interaction between gender and significant
strengths in order to identify gender differences in the strengths that best predicted LS. The
contribution of interactions was also evaluated following a modelling approach. Gender
was coded as 0 for girls and 1 for boys.

3 Results

Table 1 shows correlations between LS and the 24 strengths for the total sample and for
girls and boys separately. Eighteen strengths were positively and significantly correlated
with LS, the highest correlation coefficients being those for love, hope, authenticity and

Table 1 Correlations between life satisfaction and each of the 24 strengths for the total sample and for boys
and girls separately

Strengths Total sample Boys Girls
Love A414%* .389%* AS58H*
Hope 373%% 338%* A03%%
Authenticity .323%* 262%%* 383%*
Persistence 315%* 237%* 387
Gratitude 291%* 257%* .322%%
Self-regulation 279%* 24 1%* 312%*
Prudence 276%* .224%% 317%*
Teamwork 271%* .204%* 344
Perspective .268%* 214%% .324%%*
Zest .265%* .238%* .2027%%
Social intelligence .248%* 133* 360%*
Fairness 241%* 19455 281
Open mindedness 222%% 2597 .184%%*
Leadership .199%:* 223%* 173k
Humour 167%* 207%* 126
Kindness .165%* 114 2128
Love of learning 143%% 128 153%*
Bravery .100* .070 125
Forgiveness .069 —.012 135%
Religiousness .057 .030 .077
Creativity .053 .055 .047
Appreciation of beauty/excellence .047 .018 .061
Curiosity .042 .024 .057
Modesty .020 —.047 .068

N boys 219, N girls 238
**p<.01;*p <.05
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persistence. Regression modelling was then performed in order to determine which of these
strengths are the best predictors of LS as a function of gender. The results of regression
modelling for boys are presented in Tables 2 and 3. The significant predictors of LS were
love and hope, with an R? equal to .17 and F (2, 216) = 21.99, p < .01. The results of
regression modelling for girls are presented in Tables 4 and 5. The significant predictors of
LS were love, hope and authenticity, with an R? equal to .26 and F (3, 234) = 29.26,
p < .01

Having identified the best model for boys and girls we then performed a multiple
regression analysis including gender and the interaction between gender and significant
strengths. The contribution of interactions was also evaluated following a modelling
approach. The only significant interaction was gender by authenticity, showing, in line with
the separate regression analysis by gender, that authenticity is a predictor of LS among
girls. Table 6 presents the significant predictors of LS, with an R* equal to .23 and F (5,
451) = 26.12, p < .01. Overall, these results indicate that love and hope are positively
related to LS in both boys and girls, such that when the other predictors are kept constant,
LS: (a) increases by .30 for each point increase in the love score, and (b) increases by .14
for each point increase in the hope score. For girls, however, LS also increases by .16 for
each point increase in the authenticity score.

4 Discussion

The main aim of the present study was to examine the relationship between character
strengths and LS in a sample of Spanish early adolescents and to explore gender differ-
ences in the prediction of LS. Overall, the simple correlation analysis showed that the
majority of strengths are positively related to LS at this stage of adolescence, supporting
the idea that the use of strengths is essential for living a satisfying life (Seligman 2002).

Table 2 Model comparison from the regression analysis for boys, with life satisfaction as the dependent
variable

Model Variables Model comparison R? R? increment )4

1 Love (L) 151

28 L, hope (H) 1 versus 2 .169 .018 .03
3 L, H, authenticity 2 versus 3 .169 <.001 91
4 L, H, open-mindedness 2 versus 4 171 .002 55
5 L, H, gratitude 2 versus 5 170 .001 .62
6 L, H, self-regulation 2 versus 6 173 .004 35
7 L, H, zest 2 versus 7 170 .001 .56
8 L, H, persistence 2 versus 8 .169 <.001 .92
9 L, H, prudence 2 versus 9 171 .002 43
10 L, H, leadership 2 versus 10 173 .004 33
11 L, H, perspective 2 versus 11 .169 <.001 .92
12 L, H, humour 2 versus 12 172 .003 .36
13 L, H, teamwork 2 versus 13 177 .008 14

* Selected model
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Table 3 Regression coefficients (B), standard error (SE ), standardized regression coefficients (f3), and
t and p values of the selected regression model for boys with life satisfaction as the dependent variable

Predictor B SE B B t p

Constant 1.59 24 6.53 <.01
Love 27 .072 29 3.78 <.01
Hope 15 .067 17 2.16 <.01

Table 4 Model comparison from the regression analysis for girls, with life satisfaction as the dependent
variable

Model Variables Model comparison R? R? increment P

1 Love (L) 210

2 L, hope (H) 1 versus 2 253 .043 <.01
3 L, H, persistence 2 versus 3 264 011 .06
42 L, H, authenticity (A) 2 versus 4 273 019 .01
5 L, H, A, social intelligence 4 versus 5 276 .003 34
6 L, H, A, teamwork 4 versus 6 273 <.001 77
7 L, H, A, perspective 4 versus 7 273 <.001 97
8 L, H, A, gratitude 4 versus 8 276 .003 33
9 L, H, A, prudence 4 versus 9 274 .001 54
10 L, H, A, self-regulation 4 versus 10 274 .001 .50
11 L, H, A, zest 4 versus 11 274 .001 .59
12 L, H, A, fairness 4 versus 12 273 <.001 97
13 L, H, A, kindness 4 versus 13 284 012 .06

* Selected model

Table 5 Regression coefficients (B), standard error (SE ), standardized regression coefficients (f), and
t and p values of the selected regression model for girls with life satisfaction as the dependent variable

Predictor B SE B B t p

Constant 71 27 2.63 <.01
Love .33 .07 32 4.97 <.01
Hope 13 .07 15 2.05 .04
Authenticity 15 .06 17 2.50 .01

Love, hope, authenticity and persistence were the strengths with correlation coefficients
higher than .30, indicating that adolescents with higher scores on these strengths reported
greater LS.

Regarding gender, girls showed higher correlations between the majority of strengths
and LS than did boys. However, since strengths are inter-correlated, regression modelling
was performed in order to determine which of these strengths are the best predictors of LS
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Table 6 Regression coefficients (B), standard error (SE ), standardized regression coefficients (f3), and
t and p values of the regression model examining gender and its interactions with life satisfaction as the
dependent variable

Predictor B SE B B t P

Constant .80 24 3.30 <.01
Gender 72 27 .60 2.68 <.01
Love .30 .05 32 6.05 <.01
Hope .14 .05 15 2.80 <.01
Authenticity .16 .06 .19 2.83 <.01
Gender x authenticity —.16 .07 —.51 —2.33 .02

for girls and boys separately, thus enabling us to explore gender differences in this asso-
ciation. Specifically, this approach determines what each strength adds to the explanation
of LS, as a function of gender, once the overlap among the other strengths has been
removed. The results of the regression modelling analysis indicated that love and hope
were the most relevant strengths for predicting LS among both girls and boys, which is in
line with our expectations. Gender differences were found for authenticity as a predictor.
Specifically, this variable made a significant contribution to the model for girls, for whom
higher scores on authenticity were associated with greater LS.

The prediction of LS based on both love and hope is consistent with previous research in
adolescents (Park and Peterson 2006a; Ruch et al. 2014; Toner et al. 2012) and provides
empirical support for the idea that LS is more strongly related to the so-called ‘strengths of
the heart’ (Park and Peterson 2006a). Likewise, this result is also in agreement with those
studies that include these strengths in the transcendence virtue and which found that LS is
best predicted by it (Gillham et al. 2011; Shoshani and Slone 2013; Weber et al. 2013).

Our findings indicate that valuing close relationships with others can help to foster LS.
As pointed out by Sanchez-Jiménez et al. (2008), love can be viewed as a manifestation of
the need for human affiliation and attachment. It is widely accepted that adolescence is a
developmental stage in which new intimate relationships are developed, and LS among
adolescents has been found to be associated with more positive relationships with others,
with more parental support (Antaramian et al. 2008; Leung and Zhang 2000; Schwarz et al.
2012) and with peer attachment (Gilman and Huebner 2006; Nickerson and Nagle 2004).
The significant contribution of love to the prediction of LS highlights the importance of
positive relationships during early adolescence (Gillham et al. 2011), a period when par-
ental and peer support may be differentially important to adolescent development (Saha
et al. 2014).

The results also suggest that being confident in expecting the best for the future and
working to achieve it helps to promote LS. Hope serves to connect a person optimistically
to the future (Park et al. 2004; Toner et al. 2012), to generate and implement plans for the
future (Bailey et al. 2007) and to achieve goals (Snyder 1994). Several researchers, using
different measures of hope, have demonstrated that hope is related to subjective well-being
as a latent variable measured by self-esteem and LS (Jackson et al. 2014), and also that it
predicts future well-being particularly well in years when young people are in transition,
for example, when starting high school and transitioning to senior high school (Ciarrochi
et al. 2015). Hope is also associated with self-compassion, self-esteem, perceived com-
petence and adaptive coping strategies (Yang et al. 2016; Snyder et al. 2003). Furthermore,
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hopeful students show fewer symptoms of depression (Snyder et al. 2003), achieve greater
academic and interpersonal life satisfaction (Chang 1998), obtain better school grades
(Ciarrochi et al. 2007) and are also more motivated and energized by their life goals
(Snyder 2002). In general, there is empirical evidence that hope can buffer against the
effects of acute negative life events in adolescence (Valle et al. 2006). Therefore, the
results of the present study provide support for the idea that hope, as a form of positive
thinking, is a key strength in adolescent development, where it may play a protective role.

Importantly, the relationship between LS and love and/or hope has been found to be
significant not only in adolescence but also in children (Park and Peterson 2006b), youth
(Brdar and Kashdan 2010; Proctor et al. 2011a; Shimai et al. 2006) and adults (Lee et al.
2015; Park et al. 2004; Peterson et al. 2007; Proyer et al. 2011) from different countries.
This may suggest that the positive association between these traits is stable and consistent
across the lifespan and culture, and it underlines the importance of transcultural studies
across different age ranges.

Our results also indicated that LS among girls is also predicted by authenticity. Peterson
and Seligman (2004) define authenticity as the ability to be sincere and to accept
responsibility for one’s own feelings and actions. Authenticity is a relatively new construct
in empirical psychology (Boyraz and Kuhl 2015; Wickham et al. 2016) and very little
research on this topic has focused on adolescence. Studies with adult samples suggest that
authenticity is positively associated with self-esteem, subjective well-being, life satisfac-
tion and positive affect, and negatively related with depression symptoms, anxiety,
physical symptoms, subjective vitality or perceived stress (Boyraz and Kuhl 2015; Boyraz
et al. 2014; Ryan et al. 2005; Wood et al. 2008). Thus, it is possible that authenticity is
already associated with positive psychological outcomes in early adolescence, although it
is important to note, as Park and Peterson (2006b) point out, that authenticity requires a
degree of cognitive maturation. Klimstra et al. (2009) assessed personality maturation
across the entire period of adolescence (from 12 to 20 years) using a 5-year longitudinal
design. They found evidence for gender differences in the timing of personality maturation,
with girls maturing earlier than boys; however, this difference often disappeared by late
adolescence. The authors also suggested that girls’ advantage in terms of biological and
neuronal development, as well as in the capacity for self-reflection, could explain gender
differences in personality development. Therefore, the gender differences we observed in
relation to authenticity as a predictor of LS may be due to differences in the timing of
maturation between early-adolescent girls and boys, with girls showing earlier develop-
ment and a greater capacity for self-reflection. This may also explain why correlations
between the majority of strengths and LS were higher among girls. Further research is
required to examine these relationships in greater detail. It would also be interesting to
explore whether this differential result in the prediction of LS disappears in middle and late
adolescence.

Given that LS in adolescence contributes to healthy development it is particularly
important to understand its relationship with character strengths. In this respect, one of the
main strengths of the present study is that it provides empirical evidence regarding the
prediction of LS in a sample of Spanish adolescents. Although research on this topic has
been conducted in several different countries (mostly, to our knowledge, in the USA,
Europe and the Middle East) no study to date has reported evidence from a sample of
Spanish adolescents. Our study does, however, have certain limitations that need to be
acknowledged. First, the variables of interest have been measured by self-report. Second,
the participants were all from the south of Spain and it would be interesting in future
studies to explore other geographical areas of the country. Third, data were collected using
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a cross-sectional design and, therefore, we have studied the association at a specific point
in time. Future longitudinal studies should include assessments of LS and character
strengths so as to further our understanding of this association across the lifespan, espe-
cially as regards the observed association with authenticity. Finally, the fact that the
present data are correlational in nature means that while it is possible to establish whether
an increase or decrease in strengths corresponds to an increase or decrease in LS, no
conclusions can be drawn regarding causal relationships. Thus, we cannot categorically
state that higher scores on character strengths lead to a greater level of life satisfaction.
In sum, by focusing on a critical stage of human development in which biological and
psychosocial changes are expected the present study adds to existing knowledge and
provides evidence of the association between character strengths and LS. Love, hope and
authenticity were identified as being the most important predictors of LS, a finding that
may be relevant to the development of prevention and intervention programmes. In fact,
several character-strength-based interventions have previously been proposed for use in
schools with children and adolescents (Froh et al. 2008; Proctor et al. 2011b; Seligman
et al. 2009), as well as in the university context with adults (Duan et al. 2014; Govindji and
Linley 2007). In terms of outcomes, these studies reported an increase in LS and positive
affect, and a decrease in negative affect. As Quinlan et al. (2012) have pointed out, it is
necessary to explore new and different ways of developing strengths, designing different
strategies that take into account contextual and individual factors. Our results provide
further support for interventions that target strengths of the heart, and they should be
especially useful when it comes to adapting these strategies to Spanish adolescents. A
hope-based intervention might, for example, help students to explore, identify and take
action towards their own life goals (Marques et al. 2012; Snyder et al. 2003). Likewise, an
intervention focused on love might help young people to value close relationships with
parents and peers and to experience greater support and more secure attachments.
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