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Abstract

The research of positive psychology has been applied on various fields such as
education and industry as therapies and activities (positive psychology inter-
vention) to enhance positive emotions, behavior, and recognition. Among
various interventions, understanding one’s strengths and exercises to utilize
the strengths in daily life has been proved effective. Previous studies about
strengths indicated that the character strengths are utilized for overcoming
adversity. There is a possibility that proper choice and utilization of character
strengths depending on situations and stressors lead to overcoming stressful
situations. This study conducted a survey on students’ own strengths and
strengths used in stressful situations for identification of character strengths
which are useful for stress coping. The purpose of this study is to clarify how
to utilize the strengths in stressful situations by analyzing free-description ob-
tained from the survey. The results of the survey on the students’ own
strengths and strengths used in stressful situations showed the characteristics
of each strength. In particular, the analysis on the free-description about the
strengths regarding “Transcendence” clarified in detail the way to utilize the
strength “Hope” in stressful situations. This study brought knowledge about
positive psychology interventions such as utilization of “Hope” in daily life as
stress coping.
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Positive Psychology, Character Strength, Stress Coping, Questionnaire, Text
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1. Introduction

Conventionally, psychology has been focusing on solving people’s psychological

issues through understanding, treating, and preventing mental illnesses. In re-
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cent years, positive psychology has been attracting more public attention as a
study to realize a better way of life focusing on the positive aspects in a human’s
mind such as happiness, optimism, and strengths. Positive psychology is posited
by Seligman M., the former president of the American Psychological Associa-
tion. Research field of positive psychology is classified as positive subjective ex-
periences (happiness, satisfaction, etc.), personality (strengths, values, etc.), and
systems (family system, workplace system, community, etc.). For instance, the
sense of happiness is one of the most controversial topics in psychology while it
is usually measured as “subjective well-being” that includes “life satisfaction”
and “emotions” in the field of positive psychology. Identifying personalities, the
predictors of well-being, is also one of the major movements in positive psy-
chology. Previous studies have shown the relationship between happiness and
personal features such as trust, patience, self-esteem, and extroversion. Because
some of these personal features can be acquired, psychological intervention is
expected to promote acquisition of these features and enhance happiness.

The research of positive psychology has been applied on various fields such as
education and industry as therapies and activities (positive psychology interven-
tion) to enhance positive emotions, behavior, and recognition. Typical interven-
tions include “gratitude exercise” to give thanks to others, and “three good
things exercise” to remind participants of three good things that happened on
that day. In a study conducted by Seligman et al. (2005) and his team, partici-
pants who continued to practice the “three good things exercise” for a week
showed more happiness and less depression, and the effect lasted for six months.
Besides, understanding one’s strengths and exercises to utilize the strengths in
daily life has also been proved effective.

In positive psychology, “strength” is defined as the “characteristic which enables
a person to play an active role and do the best” (Wood et al., 2011), which includes
individual, physical, and psychological strengths. “Character strength” has at-
tracted attention as a measurement scale focusing on strengths and understand-
ing individual strengths in positive personality as reflected in thoughts, emo-
tions, and behaviors (Park et al., 2004).

Peterson & Seligman’s (2004) VIA-IS (Values in action inventory of strength)
is a typical scale in the measurement of personal strength. It measures 24
strengths (Table 1) identified as the research outcomes. As shown in Table 1,
VIA-IS classifies 24 strengths into six virtues. In addition to the virtue classifica-
tion, there are also attempts to identify the factor structure of personal strengths
by focusing on the details of these strengths (e.g., Peterson, 2006; Peterson et al.,
2008; Brdar & Kashdan, 2010). In Harzer & Ruch’s (2015) study, a five-factor
structure was adopted based on previous studies, which are emotional strengths,
interpersonal strengths, strengths of restraint, intellectual strengths, and theo-
logical strengths (Table 2). Among the 24 strengths, those with the highest
VIA-IS scores are called “signature strengths (SS)” as they characterize individu-

als and bring elation.
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Table 1. Twenty-four strengths and six virtues in VIA-IS.

Virtue Strength
Wisdom Creativity, Curiosity, Judgement, Love of learning, Perspective
Courage Bravery, Persistence, Honesty, Zest
Humanity Capacity to love and be loved, Kindness, Social intelligence
Justice Teamwork, Leadership, Fairness
Moderation Self-control, Prudence, Modesty, Forgiveness

Appreciation of beauty and excellence, Religiousness and
Transcendence . R .
spirituality, Hope, Gratitude, Humor

Table 2. Five-factor structure of character strengths.

Factor Strength

Emotional strengths Bravery, Zest, Hope, Honesty, Perspective

Capacity to love and be loved, Kindness, Leadership,
Interpersonal strengths
Teamwork, Humor

Strengths of restraint Prudence, Forgiveness, Fairness, Modesty
Intellectual strengths Creativity, Curiosity, Love of learning

Theological strengths Appreciation .of beauty and exc.el.lenc.e, Gratitude,
Religiousness and spirituality

Interventions regarding strengths sometimes ask participants to focus on
and utilize their own SS in daily life. For instance, people whose SS is “Love of
learning” among “Wisdom” can utilize their strength for researching about
topics of interest. The intervention study focusing on SS (Seligman et al., 2005)
reported that participants who utilized their SS in the above way improve hap-
piness and depression during six months. In contrast, participants who only
identified their SS did not show such long-term improvement. Understanding
one’s own strengths and learning how to utilize them in daily life is considered to
contribute to improvement of lasting happiness.

Previous studies about strengths indicated that the character strengths are uti-
lized for overcoming adversity such as dealing with trauma (Peterson & Selig-
man, 2003; Peterson et al., 2008) and recovery from illness (Peterson et al.,
2006). The study by Harzer & Ruch (2015) examined relationships between cha-
racter strengths, coping, work-related stress, and job satisfaction and showed
that intellectual, emotional, and interpersonal strengths were related to coping.
In addition, intellectual strengths partially mediated and buffered a negative ef-

fect of work-related stress on job satisfaction. There is a possibility that proper
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choice and utilization of character strengths depending on situations and stres-
sors lead to overcoming stressful situations.

This study conducted a survey on students’ own strengths and strengths
used in stressful situations for identification of character strengths which are
useful for stress coping. The purpose of this study is to clarify how to utilize the
strengths in stressful situations by analyzing free-description obtained from the

survey.

2. Method
2.1. Survey Date and Participants

A survey was conducted for fifty-six undergraduates in their teens and twenties
and five graduate students in their twenties and thirties of A and B-University in
December 2020.

2.2. Pocedure of Survey

Questionnaires were conducted in classrooms of the universities. The partici-
pants were asked to answer the following questions (Table 3). in the form of free
description after they took a class about twenty-four character strengths and six
virtues (Table 1; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) of the VIA-IS in positive psychol-

ogy.
2.3. Analysis Method

Answers to question one or two in which more than two strengths were selected
were removed from the following analysis. The number of valid answers was
sixty-one. In addition, the strengths the participants selected for the questions
were classified into the six virtues in accordance with Table 1. Proportions of
the number of strengths classified into each virtue were compared between the
two questions by means of chi-squared test and residual analysis.

Based on the above analysis, text mining was conducted on the free-description
obtained from the questionnaires. The software “KH Coder (Higuchi, 2016; 2017)”
was used for the text mining. After morphological analysis was conducted as
preprocessing for text data, co-occurrence net-work and self-organizing maps
were performed. The characteristics of the strengths used in stressful situations
were discussed based on the co-occurrence network images and the self-organizing

maps made by the following methods.

Table 3. Five factor structure of character strengths.

Question one (One’s own strength): What is your “character strength” among the following
strengths (Table 1)? Please write about in what situation this strength was used.

Question two (Strength used in stressful situations): What do you think is the strength used when
you feel stress among the following strengths (Table 1)? Please write about the reason why you
think so.
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2.3.1. Co-Occurrence Network Analysis

Co-occurrence network analysis is a method for representing co-occurrence re-
lationships between words. In co-occurrence network image, words which are
similar in their occurrence pattern are linked to each other among extracted
words from text data. More frequent words are expressed by larger circles and
stronger co-occurrence relationships are expressed by bold lines. In addition,
words which belong to the same cluster are expressed by the same color as a re-

sult of clustering based on the occurrence pattern of the words.

2.3.2. Self-Organizing Maps

Self-organizing maps (SOM) is one of artificial neural networks and this method
maps input data to optional dimensions by means of unsupervised learning. In
this study, two-dimensional maps composed of hexagonal lattices (neuron) were
made as a result of SOM. Each word was placed in any neuron and words whose
occurrence patterns were similar were located in neurons nearby. In addition, a
result of clustering based on characteristics of each neuron was expressed by dif-

ferent colors.

3. Results

3.1. Results of Questionnaire

As a result of the survey, the most selected strengths as one’s own strength were
those regarding “Courage (36.1%)” and twenty-two participants selected them.
Among the twenty-two participants, sixteen selected “Persistence”, five selected
“Zest”, and one selected “Honesty”. In contrast, the most selected strengths as
strength used in stressful situations were those regarding “Transcendence
(44.3%)” and twenty-seven participants selected them. Among the twenty-seven
participants, twenty selected “hope”, four selected “humor”, two selected “Spiri-
tuality”, and one selected “Gratitude”.

The result of chi-squared test showed that there was a significant difference in
the proportions of the number of strengths classified into six virtues between the
question one and two (p < 0.01). As a result of residual analysis, the proportions
of strengths regarding “Courage (p < 0.01)” and “Justice (p < 0.01)” were signif-
icantly higher in question one than question two. The proportion of strengths
regarding “Transcendence (p < 0.01)” was significantly higher in question two
than question one.

The above results indicated that the participants mainly selected the strength
regarding “Transcendence” as the strength used in stressful situations. There-
fore, the text mining was conducted using free-description by the participants

who selected the strengths regarding “Transcendence”.

3.2. Results of Text Mining

As a result of text mining, a co-occurrence network image and a self-organizing
map were shown in Figure 1, Figure 2 and Japanese-English translation for

these figures was shown in Table 4.
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Table 4. Japanese-English Translation for Figure 1, Figure 2.

Japanese English Japanese English Japanese English Japanese English
e pessimism 5 35) hate =N bad i3 dislike
=X consciousness 25 regard 1343 irritated B5 myself
BED stay R failure &M oriented HE optimism
75 do AR direction HE hope ‘LB feel
(= everything a1—F7 humor RE future & principle
£ factor a9 mood H¥E3 can E25b think
iR solve = belief &> useful AMLZR stress
arvkao—)L control piicfz: reason fEbL feeling B35 guess
A+ R minus BED wake up n older brother = thing
i continuation BRA strength o8 (%) forget BED collect
KR situation BE past & now HL a little, a few
HEEK) dwell on *HT4T negative 5] face BT playfulness
i eliminate E4A many R gratitude
ROF4 7 positive Bz5 have BB reduction
Community:
Dot @05
Jo2 [Jo6
Do3 [o7
@o4 [J08
: Frequency:
O 10
2 ()=
oo [ hope .
oriented ~ o .
can
b o ' O 40
prother

N
face

nbw. \\irritated ‘

dislike

Figure 1. Result of co-occurrence network.
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Figure 2. Result of SOM.

4. Discussion

4.1. Discussion about Results of Questionnaire

The most frequent strength mentioned by the university students is “Courage”,
particularly “Persistence”. Ozaki and Ueno (2001) have investigated the impact
of success and failure on university students in the present and future time, in
which they found that successful experiences in the academic and sports aspects
bring about internal changes such as “persistence and hard work”. Such suc-
cessful experiences can be interpreted as a process to demonstrate and improve
personal strengths like persistence; and they are also touched on in this study as
utilization of strengths.

The most frequently mentioned strength to cope with stress is “Transcen-
dence”, particularly “Hope”. Saito and Okayasu (2011) examined in a study the
effects of resilience factors on the stress process of university students, in which

they revealed the effects of individual resilience, including “Positive evaluation”
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that emphasizes on the positive and optimistic aspects. According to the study,
personal resilience can buffer the effects of daily life stressors on stress response
that relates to oneself, interpersonal relationships, school life, and study. In
addition, according to Izawa (2011), who studied the role of optimism in
interpersonal stress process, students with high “Dispositional optimism” with
positive expectations in the future are more capable in coping with stress; it is
easier for them to cope with relationships positively (working on interpersonal
relationships proactively and establishing better ones) and create resolutions
(ignoring events to avoid problems). Furthermore, students who show an “Op-
timistic explanatory style” that attributes the causes of negative events to tem-
porary specific factors tend to rank threats as low and coping with relationships
negatively (give up and damage interpersonal relationships). They also show dif-
ficulties in creating resolutions. These previous studies suggest that demonstrat-
ing “Hope” in stress contributes to reduce stress, efficiently fight against them,
and thus lower threat valuation. It is believed that target students in this study
recalled previous stress process when looking back on their past experiences.
Hence, the effectiveness of the above-mentioned strengths is demonstrated and
reconfirmed then “Hope” as a strength related to optimism might, all in all, have

been selected as the strength in stressful situations.

4.2. Discussion about Results of Text Mining

In the co-occurrence network diagram, words such as “optimism”, “stress”,
“feel”, and “think” formed a cluster at the bottom left of the diagram. In the

» o« » o«

self-organizing map, clusters of words such as “optimism”, “stress”, “failure”,
“pessimism”, and “forget” were formed at the bottom of the figure. These clus-
ters illustrate that optimism contributes to change pessimism, thoughts and
feeling about stress, as well as to eliminate negative experiences such as failure.
Similar to the previously mentioned study by Izawa (2011), the effect of optim-
ism is demonstrated; it helps in threat evaluation and to cope with stress effec-
tively.

In addition, words such as “hope”, “future”, and “annoyance” formed a cluster
in the center of the co-occurrence network diagram. On the other hand, in the
self-organizing map, words such as “hope”, “past”, “minus”, and “hung up”
formed a cluster in the upper left, and a cluster of words such as “future”, “now”,
“annoyance”, and “resolution” was formed in the lower left. These clusters vi-
sualize strengths such as hope and future orientation may help to get over past
stress and cope with them through focusing on future hopes and confronting the
problems. Kato and Snyder (2005) studied the validity and reliability of the dis-
positional Hope Scale, Japanese version, in which they revealed that there is a
negative correlation between the dispositional hopes of target students and their
stress response. Thus, focusing on positive events could change the overall feel-
ing in the process when positive characteristics reduce stress response.

Considering the above, “Hope”, which is the strength used in stressful situa-

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.92011

164 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.92011

S. Matsumoto et al.

tions, can be divided as “optimism” related to evaluation of stress and “hope/
future-orientation” which promotes change of mind concerned with stress in the
past and present. It can be said that each aspect of “Hope” contributes to dealing

with stress in a different form.

5. Conclusion

The results of the survey on the students’ own strengths and strengths used in
stressful situations showed the characteristics of each strength. In particular, the
analysis on the free-description about the strengths regarding “Transcendence”
clarified in detail the way to utilize the strength “Hope” in stressful situations.
This study brought knowledge about positive psychology interventions such as
utilization of “Hope” in daily life as stress coping. There is room for verification
of effects of “Hope” on stress response and coping. The positive psychology in-
tervention for acquisition, improvement, and utilization of the strength “Hope”
can be established by distinguishing similar concepts, “Hope”, “Optimism”,
“Futurism” and clarifying their effects on the stress process.

Clarification of relationships between various psychological factors is desired
in the future by quantitative surveys using psychological scales about character
strengths and the stress process. For instance, Gander et al. (2012) conducted a
survey on relationships between adult females’ character strengths, work-related
stress, and coping experiences and behaviors. The result of the survey showed
that participants who had healthy work-related behavior and experience patterns
differed in their strengths profiles from those that demonstrated unhealthy pat-
terns. Especially the strengths of zest, persistence, hope, and curiosity seemed to
play a key role in healthy and ambitious work behavior. In this way, different
strengths can be used depending on target groups and environments. Expansion
of participants and clarification of characteristics of strengths specific to each
environment are expected for establishment of positive psychology intervention

for dealing with various stress situations.
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