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Abstract: In prior studies, using one’s Signature Strengths (SS) in a new way for one week, enhanced
happiness and alleviated depression in Western cultures; but, whether this holds true in non-
Western nations 1s unknown. Here, we replicated Seligman et al.’s (2005) original study to explore
the distribution of character strengths i Saudi Arabia, examine their link to happiness and
depression, and evaluate the effect of using one’s signature strengths for one week. A sample of 377
Saudis aged 18 to 68 completed the Steen Happiness Index, Beck Depression Inventory, and
Values In Action (VIA) survey and were randomly assigned to one of two intervention groups: using
SS alone, using SS with reminder, or, the control group. The highest strengths were honesty,
kindness, fairness, appreciation of beauty, and judgment, while the lowest were self-regulation, zest,
and humility. Positive correlations were found between happiness and hope, gratitude, zest, and
curiosity, while negative correlations were found between depression and zest and hope. All
participants reported being happier and less depressed (p <.005) post-intervention; yet, our results
showed more modest results than Seligman et al.’s (2005) study. Participants receiving a reminder
also reported the highest level of happiness. Our findings provide insights for further research and
evidence of potential cultural differences to consider when tailoring interventions to the region.
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The creation of a vibrant society through the promotion of wellbeing in which every citizen
enjoys a happy and fulfilling life 1s a central theme in Saudi Arabia's Visron 2030 (Vision 2030,
2016), where economic growth, social reform, and the promotion of social, psychological and
physical wellbeing are national priorities. Positive psychology mterventions (PPIs), evidence-based
approaches, will play a vital role in achieving this vision. The key characteristic of PPIs 1s that they
are “treatment methods or intentional activities that aim to cultivate positive feelings, behaviors, or
cognitions” (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009, p.467). Yet, despite their efficacy (Carr et al., 2020;
Chakhssi et al., 2018; Hendriks et al., 2020), these interventions are culturally situated (Hendriks
et al., 2019; Ng & Lim, 2019) and need to be validated in Saudi Arabia. Two meta-analyses (Bolier
et al.,, 2013; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009) found evidence that PPIs enhance subjective and
psychological wellbeing and alleviate depression, with specific conditions found to impact their
effectiveness — interventions with longer duration (four weeks or longer) were more effective
(Bolier et al., 2013). These effects were maintained at follow up, ranging from one to six months
(e.g. Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012; Proyer et al., 2014; Seligman et al., 2005).

More recently, Hendriks et al. (2018) reviewed the effects of PPIs in non-Western nations
and also found an increase i subjective and psychological wellbeing and a decrease in depression
and anxiety. While a third of studies are now done m non-Western contexts (Hendriks et al.,
2019), there remains an uncertainty as to the effects and applicability of PPIs in Saudi Arabia, the
largest Middle East nation. In fact, the overall effect of PPIs is understudied in the region overall
(Rao et al., 2015), save with a few exceptions (e.g. Al-Ghalib & Salim, 2018). This highlights the
mmportance of replication in general, as well as the replication necessary to examine the cross-
cultural validity of research findings. It also raises the need to provide Saudi populations as well as
health professionals and practitioners with evidence-based studies on PPIs to improve mental
health and wellbeing in the nation.

Positive psychology, the scientific study of what makes lives worth living (Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), is an invitation for psychologists to recognize strengths. This branch of
psychology has made inroads globally, but across the Middle East region only in recent years. It
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has become especially popular as a framework with researchers, practiioners and policy makers
alike as many governments strive to improve the lives of their citizens. Accordingly, the present
study addresses a character strengths intervention, which the field of positive psychology purports
as central to the development of individual positive characteristics, an understanding of
psychological wellbeing (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and building a meaningful life
(Peterson, 2006). Whether the deployment and use of character strengths in a group of Saudi
nationals could produce gains in subjective wellbeing and decreases in depression was of interest,
alongside the unique profile of strengths potentially generated in this sample.

Character Strengths
Character Strengths (CSs) are a subset of positive personality traits reflected in the thoughts,
emotions, and behaviours of individuals (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). They can be identified

through an online self-report questionnaire (http://www.viacharacter.org/) known as the Values In

Action (VIA) survey (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Used as a counterpart to the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), used i traditional psychology to categorise mental
illness, the VIA classification was developed to describe what 1s best about individual’s personalities
and measure positive human strengths in view of promoting psychological health. The VIA survey
provides a framework for identifying 24 strengths classified under six virtues, all valued by
philosophers and religious thinkers throughout history (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005). The complete list
1s found n Table 1. Peterson (2006) proposed that certain strengths are directed towards other
people (e.g. kindness), while others are directed toward the self (e.g. curiosity). While some
strengths are linked to emotional expression, often described as ‘strengths of the heart’ (e.g. love),
others are linked to intellectual restraint (e.g. learning) and described as ‘strengths of the head’.

Character Strengths and Culture. Although individual differences exist among the CSs (Park
& Peterson, 2006a), they are ubiquitous across cultures and throughout history (Dahlsgaard et al.,
2005). For example, in a web-based study that covered 54 nations that compared the distribution of
CSs, a similar pattern was found among most (Park et al., 2006). Researchers suggested a cross-
cultural similarity in terms of the endorsement of certain strengths. McGrath (2015) also published
an updated study of the work of Park et al. (2006) with 75 nations i a sample of 1,063,921 adults
who completed the VIA online. He also suggested cross-cultural consistency i the highest and
least endorsed strengths. While Saudi Arabia was absent in the Park et al. study (2006), it was
mcluded i McGrath’s (2015) study which included the rank order of CSs among adults (n= 164)
i Saudi Arabia. Comparing Saudi Arabia’s profile of ranks with the US profile, Spearman’s
correlation was 0.79 with a mean Cohen’s dvalue of 0.17, suggesting a cross-cultural convergence.

Character Strengths and Ill-Being. Relationships between CSs and ill-being suggest that
other-directed strengths (e.g. kindness, teamwork) were correlated with fewer depressive symptoms
(Gillham et al., 2011), while higher levels of hope were correlated with fewer symptoms of anxiety
and depression (e.g. Mirbagher et al., 2016; Park & Peterson, 2008). Park and Peterson (2008)
also found that the strength of zest and leadership were related to fewer symptoms of depression
and anxiety. Another study examined CSs and ill-being reporting negative correlations between
gratitude and hope and mental health 1ssues (Macaskill & Denovan, 2014).
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Table 1

The six virtues and 24 character strengths included n the VIA classification

(1) Wisdom and knowledge: acquisition and use of knowledge

e Creativity [originality, ingenuity]: thinking of novel and productive ways to do things

e Curiosity [interest, novelty-seeking, openness to experience]: taking an interest in
ongoing experience; exploring and discovering

¢ Judgment [open-mindedness, critical thinking]: thinking things through and examining
them from all sides; weighing all evidence fairly

¢ Love of learning: mastering new sKkills, topics, and bodies of knowledge

e Perspective [wisdom]: being able to provide wise counsel to others

(2) Courage: exercise of will to accomplish goals 1n the face of opposition, external or internal

e Bravery [valor]: not shrinking from threat, challenge, difficulty, or pain

¢ Honesty [authenticity, Integrity]: speaking the truth; presenting oneself in a genuine way
e Perseverance [Persistence, industriousness]: finishing what one starts

o Zest [Vitality, enthusiasm, vigor, energy]: approaching life with excitement, energy

(3) Humanity: tending and befriending others

¢ Kindness: doing favors and good deeds for others

e Love: valuing close relations with others

¢ Social intelligence [emotional intelligence, personal intelligence]: being aware of the
motives and feelings of other people and oneself

(4) Justice: healthy community life

e Fairness: treating all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice
e Leadership: encouraging a group of which one is a member; organizing group activities

e Teamwork [social responsibility, loyalty, Citizenship]: working well as a member of a
group or team; being loyal to the group

(5) Temperance: protecting against excess

e Forgiveness [mercy]: forgiving those who have done wrong
¢  Humility [modesty]: letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves
e Prudence: being careful about one’s choices; not taking undue risks

Self-regulation [self-control]: regulating what one feels and does; being disciplined

(6) Transcendence: forging connections to the larger universe and providing meaning

e Appreciation of beauty and excellence [awe, wonder, elevation]: appreciating and
noticing beauty, excellence, and/or skilled performance in various domains of life

e Gratitude: being aware of and thankful for the good things that happen

e Hope [optimism, future-mindedness, future orientation]: expecting the best in the future
and working to achieve it

e  Humour [playfulness]: liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other people

e Spirituality [religiousness, faith, purpose]: having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of life

Note. Adapted from Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. L. P. (2004). Character strengths and virtues:
A handbook and classification (Vol. 1). APA Press.
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Character Strengths and Wellbeing. CSs play a role in wellbeing (Peterson & Seligman,
2004). Individuals who reported higher level of character strengths also reported greater life
satisfaction (Park et al., 2004). Studies demonstrate that CSs are positively associated with various
mdicators of wellbeing (e.g., Brdar & Kashdan, 2010; Buschor et al., 2013; Douglass & Dulfty,
2015; Hausler et al., 2017; Martinez-Marti & Ruch, 2014; Ruch et al., 2007). Of the 24 character
strengths, zest, hope, curiosity, gratitude and love, called “happiness strengths” (Littman-Ovadia et
al., 2017) were more positively associated with psychological and subjective wellbeing, life
satisfaction, and happiness than others (e.g. Buschor et al., 2013; Hausler et al., 2017; Littman-
Ovadia & Lavy, 2012; Park et al., 2004; Proyer et al., 2011; Shimai et al., 2006; Zhang & Chen,
2018). This was also found in an empirical study conducted in the United Arab Emirates (Petkari
& Ortiz-Tallo, 2018), where higher level of zest, hope, curlosity, gratitude, love, and spirituality
were associated with greater levels of happiness and better mental health.

Signature Strengths

The VIA survey provides individuals with a rank order of all 24 strengths, which includes
one’s ‘signature strengths’ (SS) - the top five strengths. These SS are ‘strengths of character that a
person owns, celebrates, and frequently exercises” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p.18). In accordance
with the ‘authentic happiness theory’, Seligman (2002) suggests three paths to accomplishing a
happy life: (1) the pleasant life (pleasure): pursuit of positive emotions about the past, present and
future; (2) the good life (engagement): using one’s SS to obtain gratification; and (8) the meaningful
life: using one’s SS to serve a bigger, meaningful purpose. Accordingly, authentic happiness 1s
obtained from being aware of one’s SS and using them n everyday life. Examples of strengths use
can be found in Appendix A.

In 2005, Seligman et al. conducted their first online empirical study, where they examined
five different happiness interventions performed daily over one week using a randomised, placebo-
controlled design with a sample of 411 adults. In fact, two interventions were related to SS in their
study: Condition A: identifying SS and Condition B: using SS in a new way. Participants in both
were asked to take the VIA survey. Then, participants under condition B were mstructed to use
one of their SS in a new way every day for a week. The findings showed that ‘using SS’ made
people happier and less depressed over a six-month period. The study also found that the degree
to which participants continued the intervention beyond one week mediated the long-term
benefits. The authors reported that the identification of SSs could be considered an intervention in
itself; however, the intervention alone was considered insufficient without further use of the SS.

There 1s a large body of published studies that involves examining the benefits of using SS
mterventions with students (e.g. Khanna & Singh, 2019; Proctor, Tsukayama et al., 2011),
employees (e.g. Meyers & van Woerkom, 2017), parents (e.g. Waters & Sun, 2016) and members
of the general community (e.g. Gander, Proyer, Ruch, & Wyss, 2013). Some studies tested this
mntervention over a short-term (i.e. one week to one month) (e.g. Meyers & van Woerkom, 2017;
Seligman et al., 2005; Senf & Liau, 2013), while others mvestigated it for longer (.e. up to 6
months) (e.g. Proctor, Maltby et al., 2011; Proyer et al., 2014; Seligman et al., 2005).

For example, Gander et al. (2013) conducted an Internet-based randomised placebo

controlled study to test nine PPIs (including but not limited to SS) on wellbeing and depression at
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five points in time (pre- and post-test, 1-, 3-, and 6 months follow-up) among 622 adults. Results
showed that using one’s SS in a new way ncreased happiness and decreased depression for 6
months. Within non-Western contexts, Koydemir and Sun-Selisik (2016) examined the effects of
an eight week online strengths intervention on several wellbeing measures (e.g. life satisfaction,
subjective happiness) among 92 first-year Turkish university students. The mtervention mcluded
but was not limited to character strengths alone. Compared to the control group, participants in the
group receiving the intervention reported increased life satisfaction, subjective happiness,
psychological health and wellbeing. Finally, a recent meta-analysis (Schutte & Malouff, 2019)
mvestigated the impact of using SS interventions relative to placebo or wait-list control groups.
They reported that SS interventions had a significant positive effect on increasing happiness, life
satisfaction, and flourishing and reduced depression as well. The researchers emphasized
conducting such interventions with different cultures to strengthen generalisability.

Happiness, CSs and Culture
CS mterventions, including SS use, are strongly linked to positive psychological outcomes

such as subjective and psychological wellbeing (e.g. Koydemir & Sun-Sehsik, 2016), happiness (e.g.
Gander et al., 2013; Senf & Liau, 2013), life satisfaction (e.g. Khanna & Singh, 2019; MacDougall,
2017), and reduced depression (e.g. MacDougall, 2017; Seligman et al., 2005). However, the
majority of studies pertain to Western nations and the effects of CSs on wellbeing in Saudi Arabia
have not been studied so far. In fact, across the VIA website, a clearinghouse for all VIA
conducted studies, none has been conducted in Saudi Arabia, with only a few found across the
Middle Fast region. This gap 1s important as there 1s great variation in how happiness 1s sought,
valued and expressed (Joshanloo & Werpers, 2014), with the means and values related to its
achievement being largely socially and culturally constructed (Uchida et al., 2004; Wong, 2013).

To illustrate, Saudi Arabia 1s considered a collective society, where the importance of being
i a group and prioritizing its needs over those of the individual 1s common (Hofstede, n.d.). It is
also a strongly religious society, where the majority of its population is Mushm. Unlike Western
norms of individualism where individuals are expected to be responsible for themselves or their
mmmediate families, Saudi Arabia 1s a family-oriented society, where responsibility for fellow
numbers of the group, including one’s family, extended family as well as extended relationships are
nurtured and sustained in exchange for loyalty. Still, like most nations in the region, social norms
are changing as the country pursues more progressive policies.

The majority of studies examining CSs are largely US-centric (Proctor, Maltby et al., 2011),
despite the fact that strengths may be construed differently in many parts of the world. Studies on
the overall effects of PPIs have been mostly examined in Western countries, where Western,
Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) populations account for 78% of studies
(Hendriks et al., 2019). With few studies related to the Middle East and the scarcity of prior
research that directly explores the role of CSs among Saudi samples (Hendriks et al., 2018; Rao et
al., 2015), little 1s known about their validity within Saudi culture. Thus, more studies that deal with
different cultural backgrounds are required to develop a multicultural perspective (Pandey, 2011).
In fact, Salama-Younes (2015) suggested that CSs should be examined as a future direction in
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positive psychology across the Arab world. This strengthened our decision to include the
mtervention of ‘using SS in a new way’ (Seligman et al., 2005) for replication in the current work.

Finally, an additional advantage of PPIs is that they are easy to implement i daily life, with
many studies showing positive effects of PPIs delivered online (e.g. Gander et al., 2016; Proyer et
al., 2015; Schueller & Parks, 2012; Seligman et al., 2005). Taking into account the significance of
technology and its role i increasing accessibility for individuals (Hergueux & Jacquemet, 2015;
Vella-Brodrick & Klein, 2010), the current study used the Internet to reach a larger and more
diverse sample. However, high dropout rates (Hoerger, 2010) and non-adherence (Mitchell et al.,
2009), potentially due to a lack of coaching (Riper et al., 2010), are downsides to collecting data in
this manner. Thus, a text reminder could be a positive support. In this study, we use a daily text
reminder with one of our treatment groups.

The Present Study

The current study had two goals; (1) explore the common CSs in Saudi Arabia and
understand their relationship to happiness and depression; (2) evaluate the short-term efficacy of
‘using SS mn a new way’ intervention and further determine 1if a text reminder would increase its
effectiveness. We hypothesised that: (1) the ‘using SS’ group would generate an increase in
happiness and a decrease in depression; and (2) the ‘reminder group’ would report an increase n
happiness and reduced levels of depression after the intervention, and in relation to the control
group. We defined happiness using Seligman’s (2002) authentic happiness theory, which includes
three dimensions: experiencing pleasure (the Pleasant Life), losing the self in engaging activity (the

Engaged Life), and participating in meaningful activity (the Meaningful Life).

Method
Participants
A total of 377 participants from the general population in Saudi Arabia were recruited via
social media channels. Participants completed the mitial survey and were then randomly assigned
to one of three groups (using SS, using SS with reminder or, a control group). The socio-
demographic characteristics of the sample are shown in Table 2. Most of the participants were
female, Saudi citizens, aged between 18 and 68 years, and highly educated.

Measures
The Values In Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS-120; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 1s

an online questionnaire for adults. It has a short version that is translated mto Arabic and consists
of 120 items to measure 24 CSs (http://www.viacharacter.org/). The scale takes about 15 to 20
minutes to complete, with a response format comprising of a 5-point Likert-style (1 = very much
unlike me; 5= very much like me). A sample item includes ‘I have voluntarily helped a neighbour
in the last month’ (kindness).

The Steen Happiness Index (SHI; Seligman et al., 2005) includes 20 items that assess
happiness within the area of pleasure (i.e. ‘My life 1s filled with pleasure’), engagement (i.e. “Time
passes so quickly during all of my activities that I do not even notice it’), and meaning (i.e. ‘I have a
very clear 1dea about my purpose in life’). Participants choose from 1 to 5 statements that best
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describe their feelings over the past week, rating from a negative (1) to an extreme positive (5) with
total scores ranging from 20 to 100. The scores on the scale were found to have an internal
consistency of (Cronbach o = 0.95) and a test-retest reliability of 0.97 over one week (Seligman et
al., 2005). For our study, the scale was translated into Arabic (Appendix B) using the back-
translation method (Sperber, 2004). The responses on the Arabic scale were found to have high

mternal consistency (Cronbach o = 0.93) in a Saudi sample (n= 733).
Table 2

Socio-demographic characteristics

Socio-demographic characteristics N=377 Percentage Mean (SD)
Sex Men 22.7 %
Women 77.5 %
Nationality Saudi 90.2 %
Non-Saudi 9.8 %
Age 28.50 (9.94)
Educational level Less than 0.5 %
high school
High school 13.5 %
Diploma 5.3 %
Bachelor’s 59.9 %
Master’s 14.9 %
Doctoral 5.8 %
Pre-intervention Happiness level 58.07 (14.41)
Pre-intervention Depression level 11.91 (8.61)

Note. SD = Standard Deviation

The Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck et al., 1988) 1s widely used for measuring the
cognitive, effective, somatic, and negative symptoms of depression. It consists of 21 items ranked
from zero (symptom absent) to 3 (severe symptoms). Participants choose a statement that best
describes their feelings from the preceding week. The total scores range from 0-63 (0-13 1s
considered minimal depression, 14-19 mild depression, 20-28 moderate depression, and 29-63
severe depression). The internal consistency for the scale ranges from 0.73 to 0.92, with a mean of
0.86, and shows high internal consistency, with alpha coefhicients of (a = 0.81) for non-psychiatric
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populations (Beck et al., 1988). A validated Arabic version (Appendix C; Abdel-Khalek, 1998) was
used, showing in an iternational cross-country study, good mternal consistency of (o = 0.82) i a
Saudi sample (n= 80).

Procedure

Conducted m early 2019, ethical approval was obtained from the School of Appled
Psychology Ethics Committee, Umniversity College Cork (Ireland). Study participation was
advertised on social media (e.g. Twitter). After participants received information on the study’s
purpose and gave informed consent, they answered demographic questions and completed the
baseline measures. Then, participants completed the VIA Strengths Assessment, where they
received feedback about their signature strengths (SS). Upon completion, they were asked to
return to the study page to share their SS and randomly assigned to one of two intervention
conditions (using SS, using SS with reminder) or the control group (see Figure 1).

Figure 1

Flow diagram of procedure

Baseline Pre-intervention
N=377
v

Random assignment
- |

Control Group Using Signature Strengths (SS) Using SS with Reminder
'

Intervention 1-week

y

Post-intervention (n=79)

! !

Control group (n=44) Using SS (n=17) Reminder (n=18)

Participants i the intervention groups (reminder and no reminder) were asked to use one
of their signature strengths each day, for one week. Participants in the ‘using SS with reminder’
group received a text reminder via WhatsApp and e-mails to remind them each morning to use
one of their §Ss. Here, a reminder message example included, ‘You can always find a way to bring
your best qualities to your activities; take the time to use one of your top strengths in a new way’.
Participants in the control group were asked only to complete the VIA Assessment to identify their
SS (see Textbox 1). During the study, all participants received the initial e-mail, which included
detailed instructions. After one week, they received an e-mail asking them to return to complete

the post-test assessment. To verify that participants had completed the VIA survey, a key element of
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the study, the participants’ e-mails were matched. Only data from the participants who completed
the VIA was included in the final analysis (n= 377).

Textbox 1
Group Instructions

Group #1 Using Signature Strengths (SS): Complete the VIA strengths assessment to identify
your Top 5 Signature Strength (SS). Each day use one of your SS in a new and different way for
1 week.

Group #2 Usmg Signature Strengths (SS) with reminder: Complete the VIA strengths
assessment to identify your Top 5 Signature Strength (SS). Each day use one of your SS in a new
and different way for 1 week. During the week, you will receive a text reminder via WhatsApp
and e-mail to remind you each morning to use one of your SSs.

Group #3 Control group: Complete the VIA assessment to identify your Top 5 Signature
Strengths (SS)

Results

Baseline Happiness and Depression. The sample (n= 377) showed a relatively good mental
health status at baseline (see Table 1), with medium to high levels of happiness (Mean = 58.07, SD
= 14.41) and low levels of depression (M = 11.91, D = 8.61), where a score < 13 1s considered
minimal depression (Beck et al., 1988). In terms of gender-based differences, separate
independent-sample t-tests were conducted to compare the happiness and depression scores
between male and female participants. There was no significant difference between males (Mean =
60.38, SD = 14.37) and females (M = 57.37, SD = 14.37; (374) = 1.70, p=.09, d= 0.21) in terms
of happiness. There was also no significant difference between males (M = 10.66, SD = 7.21) and
females (M= 12.28, SD=8.95; (167) = 1.72, p= .09, d =0.20) for depression.

Regarding the relationship between age and happiness/depression scores, the assumption
of normality of the dependent variables was violated (happiness: p = .003; depression: p = .000).
Separate Spearman correlations were conducted. There was a significant positive correlation
between age and happiness (Spearman’s rho = 0.25, p < .0005), with older participants reporting
higher happiness scores (Figure 2a). Meanwhile, there was a significant negative correlation
between age and depression (Spearman’s rho = -0.25, p < .0005), with older participants reporting
lower depression scores (Figure 2b).

VIA-1S-120 Character Strengths (CSs) Distribution. We were interested in the distribution
and rank order of the 24 VIA CSs within the sample. Of the 24, the highest common strengths
were, In descending order, honesty, kindness, fairness, appreciation of beauty, and judgement. The
lowest common strengths included self-regulation, zest and humility (Table 3).
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Figure 2a and 2b

Correlations between a) age and happiness scores, and b) age and depression scores. Relationships
are presented as non-parametric Spearman correlations.
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CSs and Happiness. Next, we were interested 1n assessing the relationship between CSs
and happiness. For this purpose, the correlations between the 24 CSs scores and happiness were
mvestigated using Spearman’s correlation coefficient. Cohen’s (1988) model was used to measure
small (0= 0.10 — 0.29), medium (rho= 0.30 — 0.49), and large (rho=0.50 — 1.0) associations. All
CSs (with the exception of humility and appreciation of beauty) were significantly and positively
related to happiness (Table 3). Yet, specific strengths seemed to be more relevant than others.
Hope, gratitude, zest and curiosity showed the strongest positive correlations with happiness (rho =
0.50 — 1.0; Cohen, 1988). The strengths of love, creativity, perspective, honesty, perseverance,
social intelligence, leadership, forgiveness, self-regulation, humour and spirituality showed medium
positive correlations (rho = 0.30 — 0.49), while the strengths of judgment, love of learning, bravery,
kindness, fairness and teamwork, showed small positive correlations (120 = 0.10 — 0.29).

CSs and Depression. Analyses were conducted to assess the relationship between CSs and
depression. Except for judgment, humility and appreciation of beauty, all were negatively related to
depression. Hope and zest had the strongest negative correlations with depression (rho = 0.50 -
1.0; Cohen, 1988), meaning that the higher score of hope and zest, the lower the level of
depression. Curiosity, love, gratitude and spirituality showed medium negative correlations (rho =
0.30 — 0.49), while the remainder showed small negative correlations (rho=0.10 — 0.29; Table 2).

Elffectiveness of ‘using (88) in a new way’ (replication of Seligman et al., 200). To assess the
effectiveness of using the SS intervention, analyses compared the changes in happiness and
depression scores between baseline pre- and post-intervention by group condition (SS, SS with
reminder, and control). Only participants completing the post-test (n = 79) were included and
presented 1n subsequent analyses (Figure 1). Prior to each ANOVA, a Levene’s test was conducted
to ensure equal variance across groups. There was no significant difference in distribution of

variance across groups for happiness and depression, pre- and post-intervention (all ps > 0.0)5).
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Rank order of CSs (I=top, 24=bottom) followed by mean scores, standard deviation, and
correlations between strengths score and outcome measures (N = 377)

Strengths Rank M SD Happiness Depression
Order
Honesty 1 4.27 0.52 0.34* "~ -0.22%
Kindness 2 4.22 0.50 0.29* "~ -0.14**
Fairness 3 4.09 0.54 0.28*** 0.157*
Appreciation 4 4.08 0.60 0.09 0.04
of beauty
Judgement ) 4.02 0.63 0.20*** 0.003
Perspective 6 3.99 0.73 0.35" " -0.19***
Gratitude 7 3.98 0.69 0.60*** -0.43***
Teamwork 8 3.97 0.53 0.25** -0.18**~*
Forgiveness 9 3.94 0.71 0.32*** -0.23" "
Spirituality 10 3.87 0.73 0.46*** -0.36 "
Social 11 3.8 0.63 0.37*** -0.257*
intelligence
Leadership 12 3.80 0.60 0.31** -0.19***
Love 13 3.73 0.77 0.47*** -0.427
Perseverance 14 3.73 0.72 0.40*** -0.257
Creativity 15 3.71 0.77 0.48*** -0.277*
Hope 16 3.67 0.80 0.75"** -0.55" "
Humour 17 3.66 0.75 0.33*** -0.28* "
Prudence 18 3.65 0.73 0.26"** 0.1177
Curlosity 19 3.61 0.76 0.60*** -0.39" "~
Love of 20 3.59 0.76 0.26"** -0.127*
learning
Bravery 21 3.55 0.71 0.29*** -0.13*"
Humility 22 3.43 0.63 0.08 -0.05
Zest 23 3.42 0.83 0.76*** 0.9
Self- 24 3.41 0.77 0.30*** -0.247
Regulation

Note. M =mean score; SD = Standard Deviation; Correlation coefficients represent
Spearman’s rho. Statistical significance 1s presented as * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001
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Happiness measure (SHI). To assess the a priori hypothesis that the ‘using SS’ group and
the reminder group would report a significant increase i happiness after the intervention
compared to the control group, a 3x2 mixed-design ANOVA with the factors of ‘Group’ (control
vs. using SS vs. reminder) and “Time’ (pre- vs. post-intervention) was conducted on the happiness
scores. There was a marginal significant interaction between “T'ime’ and ‘Group’ [F(2,76) = 2.77, p
=.069, partial eta® = .07]. Despite the interaction, there was an a priori hypothesis that happiness
would significantly improve i the reminder group. Thus, a Tukey post-hoc comparison was
conducted. Indeed, participants in the reminder group had the greatest increase in happiness score
from pre- to post-intervention among the three groups (p = 0.028; Figure 3a).

It 1s important to note that there was no statistical difference m baseline scores between the
groups (pre-intervention - control group: mean = 56.50, SD = 14.28; using SS: mean = 58.12, SD =
12.18; using SS with reminder: mean = 52.72, SD = 10.88). There was also no main effect of
‘Group’ [F (1.76) = 0.32, p = .73, partial eta’ = .008]. However, there was a significant main effect
of ‘Time’ [F (1.76) = 8.9, p = .004, partial eta’ = .11] with participants in all groups showing an
mcrease in happiness from pre-intervention (Total mean = 55.99, SD = 13.12) to post-intervention
(Total mean = 58.16, SD=15.23).

Depression measure (BDI). To assess the a priori hypothesis that the ‘using SS’ group and
the reminder group would report a significant decrease in depression after the intervention
compared to the control group, a similar analysis was conducted on the depression scores. There
was no significant interaction between “Time’ and ‘Group’ [F(2,76) = 1.90, p = .16, partial eta’ =
.05]. There was no main effect of ‘Group’ [F (1,76) = .06, p = .94, partial eta® = .002]. However,
there was a significant main effect of “Time’ [F(1,76) = 11.92, p = .001, partial eta® = .14], with all
groups showing lower depression scores from pre-intervention (Total mean = 12.18, SD = 09.41)
to post-intervention (Total mean = 09.39, SD = 09.80; see Figure 3b).

Figure 3a and 3b

Changes in a) happiness and b) depression scores by assigned condition between two-time periods
(pre- and post-intervention); error bars represent standard deviation.
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Discussion
This study explored the distribution of the VIA strengths in Saudi Arabia and examined

their Iink to happiness and depression. It also evaluated the short-term efficacy of using the SS
mtervention, with or without a daily reminder, in terms of happiness and depression. Honesty,
kindness, fairness, appreciation of beauty, and judgment were the most commonly endorsed
strengths, while self-regulation, zest, humility were the least common. Our results confirmed that
almost all strengths were associated with higher levels of happiness and lower levels of depression.
Specifically, the strengths of hope, gratitude, zest and curiosity in one’s top strengths was strongly
associated with higher levels of happiness, findings that parallel other studies (Hausler et al., 2017;
Park et al., 2004; Petkart & Ortiz-Tallo, 2018; Shimai et al., 2006; Zhang & Chen, 2018). Higher
endorsement on the strengths of hope and zest was also strongly associated with lower levels of
depression, confirming prior studies (Mirbagher et al., 2016; Park & Peterson, 2008). Considering
the SS intervention, all participants, independent of the condition, reported being happier and less
depressed after one week. However, the difference among the groups was not significant.
Participants receiving a reminder reported the highest levels of happiness post-intervention.

Distribution of CSs. Our findings on the common CSs are consistent with those reported
for the Saudi sample (n=164) who completed the VIA online between 2002 and 2012 (McGrath,
2015). Such findings are also in line with previous research, including Park et al. (2004), who
reported that strengths associated with mteraction and feelings are the most common, while those
associated with cognition are the least common. This demonstrates a cross-sectional consistency
across time for specific character strengths within Saudi Arabia, where participants displayed high
scores for strengths associated with their collective culture, where they value the relationship with
the group and place the interests of the group above those of the individual. Still, the rank order of
the common strengths cannot be iterpreted rigidly as the lowest strengths are considered to be
‘lesser’ strengths and not weaknesses (Park & Peterson, 2009).

CSs and Happiness. Our findings confirmed the role of CSs, with almost all positively
correlated with happiness and negatively correlated with depression. This may be explained by the
fact that almost all CSs target at least one of the three dimensions proposed by Seligman (2002):
the pleasant life and positive emotions (e.g. strength of hope); the good life and engagement (e.g.
strength of curiosity); and the meaningful life (e.g. strength of spirituality). Our results also showed
that having the strengths of hope, gratitude, zest or curiosity within one’s top five was associated
with a higher level of happiness. This finding supports the work of other studies (e.g. Hausler et al.,
2017; Park et al., 2004; Petkar1 & Ortiz-Tallo, 2018; Shimai et al., 2006), and 1s in line with studies
showing that ‘strengths of the heart’ (e.g. hope and gratitude) are better predictors of happiness
than ‘strengths of the mind’ (e.g. creativity and judgment) (Park & Peterson, 2006b; Peterson,
20006).

These results may also be explained by the fact that having hope, that 1s, expecting the best
and working to achieve it, is associated with boosting positive emotion (Seligman, 2002), life
satisfaction and happiness (Buschor et al., 2013; Park et al., 2004; Shimai et al., 2006). The
relationships between happiness and gratitude, defined as a sense of appreciation, may also be
explained by the fact that grateful people are aware of and thankful for the good and enjoyable
things in the world, which may increase positive feelings (Allen, 2018; Seligman, 2002) and
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wellbeing (Otto et al., 2016). Results related to the link between happiness and zest (vitality) are
also likely related to the definition of zest as approaching life with excitement, energy, and positive
feelings (Park et al., 2004; Peterson, 2006). Finally, our results on the strengths of curlosity -
defined as seeking out new knowledge and being open to new experiences - reflect those of
Kashdan and Steger (2007), who found that curiosity 1s linked to a higher level of wellbeing,
personal growth and meaning.

CSs and Depression. Having hope within the top five strengths was strongly associated with
a lower level of depression and consistent with previous studies (e.g. Mirabagher et al., 2016; Park
& Peterson, 2008). It also corroborates the suggestion from Seligman (2002) that optimistic people
appear to interpret their troubles as transient and controllable, while pessimistic people believe that
these troubles cannot be controlled and will last forever. The strength of zest was linked to a lower
level of depression, also confirming prior studies (e.g. Park & Peterson, 2008). This can be partly
explained by the fact that a lack of zest can be Iinked to anhedonia, a prevalent symptom of
depression (Tehranchi et al., 2018). This finding supports prior evidence (e.g. Disabato et al.,
2014; Park & Peterson, 2008) suggesting that such CSs are related to fewer problems with
depression and considered coping strategies that contribute to the framing of a good life (Gustems-
Carnicer & Calderén, 2016).

Using the S8 Intervention. Seligman et al. (2005) showed positive effects of using SS in
enhancing happiness and decreasing depression over a one-week and six-month period. Here, we
utilised an 1dentical methodology, but found more modest results. There 1s some evidence that the
‘using SS’ group reported being happier after the intervention, but the effect size was relatively
small, compared to the moderate effect size noted by Seligman et al. (2005). The current study
also showed no significant differences in participant happiness in relation to the control group. It
may be that participants in the ‘using SS’ group did not use their SS and did not incorporate them
i their hives during the week. As we did not ask them at post- intervention whether they had
indeed used their SS, little 1s known here conclusively.

The absence of significant findings can be attributed to our control group as identifying
one’s signature strengths may be an intervention in itself (Seligman et al., 2005) as a first task of the
other conditions. In Seligman’s study, at post-test, all participant groups were happier and less
depressed, including the 1dentifying signature strengths group. Yet, the effect was short-hived and
scores returned to baseline by the follow up-test. Thus, it may have been that participants i our
control group benefitted from 1dentifying their SS and were interested in using them, especially as
they receved feedback from the VIA. As we lacked a control group that did not identify their
signature strengths, little 1s known about whether identifying and using SS was indeed effective. It 1s
important to note that participants also had relatively high happiness scores at baseline.

The hypothesized decrease in depression was partially supported by the results, with a
significant decrease in depression for the ‘using SS’ group from baseline to one-week post-
mtervention. The effect size for the change was small and no significant differences in participant
depression were recorded 1n relation to the control group. This does not support Seligman et al.’s
(2005) findings. This lack of support may be linked to our participant’s mean depression levels at
baseline, which were on average in the minimal range, while those in Seligman et al.’s (2005) study
were ‘mildly depressed’, offering more room for improvement (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). Our

Basurrah, O’Sullivan, & Chan (2020) 55| Page



Middle East Journal of Jas Y1 G5yl Alaa
Positive Psychology ) il alal

participants were also younger; Sin and Lyubomirsky (2009) previously suggested that older people
are likely to benefit the most from PPIs. Further, while the participants in Seligman’s study
reported benefitting for one week, he noted that this period of time may not have been sufficient
for gains to be held. Indeed, interventions of longer duration tend to have greater effect sizes
(Bolier et al., 2013; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009; Quinlan et al., 2012).

Finally, our results may have been ifluenced by cultural differences. As the means of
enhancing happiness vary between Western and Eastern cultures (Joshanloo & Wergers, 2014; Ng
& Lim, 2019; Suh & Koo, 2008), the promotion of happiness via SS, based on notions of
mdividualism, may have contrasted with Saudi Arabia’s collectivistic nature that 1s more focused on
the development of social relationships (Wong, 2013). For example, members of collectivist
cultures may benefit more from practicing pro-social PPIs such as writing a letter of gratitude or
performing acts of kindness (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). Individuals from collectivist cultures may
be able to cultivate their strengths more effectively by expressing them towards others, such as
family and the community. It may be that the fit between certain strengths and one’s cultural
context generates more or less happiness. The possibility of integrating and adapting this
mtervention within Saudi Arabia raises immense opportunities for future study (Hendricks &
Graafsma, 2019), but also highlights the need for more replication studies as findings are not

always generalizable or as powerful as originally claimed.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our results must be iterpreted with caution. First, we had a high proportion of women
(77.5%) and a high drop-out rate, which may have been due to the length of our survey as
participants were asked to complete the baseline assessments and the VIA 1 one sitting. Further,
many participants were excluded due to performing the intervention (using SS) without completing
the VIA survey when they were directed to the VIA website as we could not iclude it on our
Qualtrics landing page. Our study further lacked a control group that did not identify signature
strengths and the low levels of depression at baseline may also have led to floor effects, 1.e.
idividuals with higher levels of depression may have more room to improve relative to those with
lower levels (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). The length of the intervention may also have affected

results; future research should replicate the same study with a longer intervention period.

Conclusion

This 1s the first empirical study to 1dentify the prevalence of the VIA CSs in Saudi Arabia
and examine their role in enhancing happiness and reducing depression. In addition to its
contribution to the existing literature, our study has practical implications. The findings on the CSs
provide knowledge for future researchers to tailor interventions based on the country-specific and
culture-specific CSs profile obtained from this study sample. Further, practitioners, educators,
parents and professionals should focus on assessing and developing CSs in individuals (children,
adults, students, employees) to promote the wellbeing of the entire society, especially in terms of
cultivating the strengths that were shown to have a strong association with happiness (i.e. zest, hope,
curiosity, gratitude, love). Helping individuals identify and use their character strengths will play a

critical role in helping to achieve Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, where wellbeing is a priority for all.
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Appendix A
Examples of strengths use
Strength Example of everyday use
Creativity Offer at least one creative solution to challenges of a sibling or a friend.
Curiosity Connect with a person of a different culture and spend at least an hour, to

Judgment
Love of learning

Perspective

Bravery

Honesty
Perseverance
Zest

Kindness

Love

Social intelligence
Fairness
Leadership
Teamwork

Forgiveness

Humility
Prudence
Self-regulation

Appreciation of
beauty

Basurrah, O’Sullivan, & Chan (2020)

learn about his/her culture.
Start an activity and ask yourself - Why? When? And how?
Follow an ongoing global event through newspapers, TV or internet.

Offer advice, but only when asked and after listening empathically to the
seeker.

Speak up for or write about an unpopular idea in a group.

Monitor every time you tell a lie, even if it 1s a small one.

Plan a big project and finish it ahead of time.

Take time to celebrate your next two accomplishments and victories.
Donate blood periodically.

Express your love through gifts. When possible, create gifts yourself.

‘Write five personal feelings daily for four weeks and monitor patterns.

The next time you make a mistake, self-monitor to see whether you admat it.
Start a fitness or health group with your co-workers.

Facilitate a group discussion and achieve consensus on a conflicting issue.

Meet a person who offended you in the past. Tell them that you have forgiven

them, or just be kind in your interaction with them.
Notice if you speak more than others in a group situation.
Do a risk-benefit analysis before making a final decision.
Avoid talking about others 1n their absence.

Hang a bird feeder and observe the birds.
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Gratitude Notice how many times you say thanks and whether you mean it every time.
Hope When facing adversity, focus how you overcame a similar one in the past.
Humour Learn a new joke three times a week and tell them to friends.

Spirituality Read a spiritual or religious book every day for half an hour.

Adapted from Rashid and Anjum (2005)
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Appendix B
Steen Happiness Index (SHI)
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The Beck Depression Inventory
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