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Abstract

Constructing a career path based upon positive personal potential and positive indivi-
dual resources is a signiÞ cant factor for professional development of employees and their 
success on today’s labour market. A satisfying career, an inherent element of personal well-
-being and good life, is linked with an ability to explore and reinforce signature strengths. 
In order to effectively design programmes which could support young people who are 
preparing to enter a job market, it is essential to acquire knowledge about values and cha-
racter strengths and their perceptions among young people living in Poland and abroad. 
The article presents comparative analysis of signature strengths perceptions among young 
people in different cultures and discusses the signiÞ cance of the most striking differences. 
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Introduction

The article aims to show positive psychology and its role in constructing a 
career path in the case of young people preparing to enter a job market. Martin 
Seligman (2011), a leading representative of positive psychology, indicates that 
subjective well-being depends on positive emotions, engagement, meaning, posi-
tive relations with others and achievements. The above mentioned aspects are 
treated by Seligman as measures of subjective well-being, which is impossible 
to achieve without its speciÞ c activators namely virtues and signature strengths 
(Seligman, 2005). The assumption that happiness arises from recognizing our 
positive attributes and using them while working, loving, playing and raising 
children (Seligman 2005, 15) gave a beginning to a discourse on the salience of 
virtues and signature strengths for constructing a career path by young people 
who are preparing for a job. The discourse seems especially important in the con-
text of intensive changes that can be observed in career counselling in the times 
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of quick transformations on the job market, precariousness of work, appearance 
of new professions and numerous jobs becoming obsolete on an everyday basis. 
According to Mark Savickas individuals are obliged today not only to choose a 
speciÞ c career and sustain it but they also have to project and construct their lives 
and careers in such a way as to increase their employability and competitiveness 
on a job market (Minta 2012). The article presents the results of research whose 
goal was to conclude about the importance of the virtue and signature strength 
conditioned well-being for job satisfaction and success. Additionally, the authors 
posed a question about the impact of optimism on job satisfaction and attemp-
ted to measure the difference in perceptions of signature strengths and virtues a 
well as the difference in perceptions of the importance of optimism on career con-
struction in two groups of young people: students born and raised in Poland and 
foreign students who are studying in Poland for the period of six months within 
Erasmus exchange programme. 

The World of Work and its Impact on Career Design

The world of work has been changing constantly together with the changes 
in economy and technology. In order to be sustainable and successful on the 
market companies have to develop strategies to react quickly and gain competi-
tive advantage over their rivals. The nature and quality of decision-making pro-
cesses in competitive companies depend on the people they employ, the people 
who, in fact, constitute a core of competitive advantage. Thus, fast changes in 
economy are transferred onto the employees responsible for an ability of a com-
pany to react to the often unexpected requirements of the global business envi-
ronment “to be ‘lean and mean’ and restructure continually” (Sweet, Meiksins 
2013, 91-96).

Continuous changes in the economy and market realities transform the nature 
of the labour market, make it more unstable and insecure, and challenge people 
with “employment relations in transitions” (Kallenberg 2009, pp.1-22) characte-
rized by a constant ß ow and precariousness. That is why it is difÞ cult for people 
to predict or plan the future life and future career. The concept of liquid societies 
created by Zygmunt Bauman (2007, pp. 2 – 4) seems to be adequate to the world 
of today since permanent change and instability are the only elements of today’s 
life and work that appear to be unquestionable. Social structures based on long-
-term planning and acting are no longer a major part of our experience and that 
is why individual lives consist of a series of short-time projects rather than of one 
coherent and planned sequence. What is more, these tendencies are transferred 
from country to country thanks to globalization processes. Precarious work seems 
to be pervasive today and as such it demands new approaches to life and career 
design that could supplement well-known and established models. The concepts 
of Milton Erikson’s identity development, Donald Super’s career planning or 
vocational personalities advocated by John Holland refer to more stable and pre-
dictable modes of career and personal development and seem not to be adequate 
in the reality characterized by a constant and unstable change and extreme needs 
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for adaptability. In liquid societies an individual has to react to a changing reality 
of life and work and construct his life and a career while looking for the best per-
sonal-organizational Þ t in a constantly changing context.

Virtues and Character Strengths 

as a Basis of Good Life and Work

Centrality of work in life cannot be questioned or underestimated, especially 
if we take into consideration how much work conditions psychological, social 
and economic aspects of life. That is why the Þ t between a person and his or 
her job has been long sought by career counsellors. This article would like to 
propose an approach to career design and development of person-job Þ t based 
on positive psychology and character strengths. Positive psychology brought 
back attention to character as an important basis of psychological good life of 
an individual but also societal well-being (Peterson, 2006). Martin Seligman and 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (2000, pp. 5-14) presented a study of positive traits as 
core in positive psychology. The notion of eudaimonia borrowed from Aristotle 
let Martin Seligman (2002) advocate that good life and happiness are based on 
signature strengths identiÞ ed and used extensively in acting by a person, in his 
life and obviously at the workplace. Nansook Park and Christopher Peterson 
(2003, pp. 33-47) linked positive traits to positive experiences, social relations 
and positive organizations. 

Virtues
The classiÞ cation of character strengths is known as the Values In Action pro-

ject since the VIA Institute supported Þ nancially the introduction of the project. 
The classiÞ cation is based upon 24 character strengths grouped under 6 virtues. 
Good character is perceived as a family of characteristics that exist in different 
proportions, some people having less or more of a given character strength. A 
virtue was understood based on the deÞ nition following the Þ eld of virtue ethics 
(Yearly, 1990), which, in fact is close to the meaning of a trait presented in perso-
nality psychology as “a disposition to act, desire and feel that involves the exercise 
of judgment and leads to a recognizable human excellence or instance of human 
ß ourishing”. Moreover, virtuous activity involves choosing virtue for itself and in 
the light of some justiÞ able life plan.

Similar to personality traits, virtues constitute character which is, however, tre-
ated as more speciÞ c than personality: it is like personality but evaluated morally. 
(Baumrind 1998, pp.1-28). Based on the review of philosophical and religious tra-
ditions, the researchers identiÞ ed a set of six virtues. They are important in majo-
rity of the above-mentioned traditions (Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & Seligman, 2005) 
and as such were treated as a basis for character strengths:

• Wisdom and knowledge are understood as cognitive strengths and are
necessary to acquire knowledge and use it.

• Courage, which is emotional in its nature and is understood as a will to
attain goals in the context of internal or external opposition.
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• Humanity, which is interpersonal in its nature, and is connected with
befriending others.

• Justice, which is civic in its nature, and constitutes the basis of community
well-being.

• Temperance, which protects people from excessive actions.
• Transcendence, which connects an individual to the world beyond himself

and provide him with meaning.

Character Strengths
In the process of character strength classiÞ cation under the above-mentioned 

speciÞ c virtues researchers identiÞ ed a set of criteria to verify if a strength is to be 
taken into consideration. The strength should be widely recognized across cultures 
(ubiquity), contribute to individual happiness and fulÞ lment (fulÞ lling), should 
have moral value in itself and should evoke admiration when noticed by others, 
should have an easily identiÞ able antonym and has been measured and examined 
as an individual difference. What is more, it is distinctive and not redundant in the 
collection of the whole set of strengths and it has paragons vividly embodying the 
strength. It can be early represented in some children and young people but also 
missing in other persons as well as it is deliberately cultivated by some institutions 
as a desired social target.

Character strengths were evaluated with the use of a variety of measures such 
as focus groups, structured interviews, reports of how target persons used a spe-
ciÞ c character strength on a particular occasion, content analysis for assessing 
unstructured descriptions, case studies on the behaviours of paragons of speciÞ c 
strengths. The measures for adults were designed and developed based on the 
group of mature persons who “have done more than rehearse work and love” 
(Peterson , Park 2011, pp. 54 – 55). One million respondents from Þ fty US states 
and two hundred different nations participated in an on-line study. That is why 
we may conclude that virtues and character strengths reß ect veriÞ ed perceptions 
salient for work and life satisfaction. 

Character strengths were organized conceptually by researchers under given 
virtues and, as presented below, do not reß ect an empirical picture. Selected cha-
racter strengths may be more represented in some cultures and not so very repre-
sentative for other cultures or there can be some strengths bonded with a speciÞ c 
culture but not used in the classiÞ cation because not present in other cultures and 
as such not complying with the ubiquity criterion. As researchers suggest some 
strengths could play more important role in careers if they go together with other 
strengths, their individual impact might not be, then, so predominant. Generally, 
the researchers see a real need to study strengths conÞ gurations and potentially 
implement changes into the classiÞ cation presented in the table below (Peterson, 
Park 2011, pp. 49 – 62). 
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The VIA Classification of Strengths

• Wisdom and Knowledge
 - Creativity: thinking of novel and productive ways to conceptualize

and do things; includes artistic achievement but is not limited to it.
 - Curiosity: taking an interest in ongoing experience for its own sake. 
 - Open-mindedness: thinking things through and examining them 

from all sides.
 - Love of learning: mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge.
 - Perspective: being able to provide wise counsel to others.

• Courage
 - Honesty: speaking the truth but more broadly presenting oneself in a

genuine way and acting in a sincere way. Bravery: not shrinking from 
threat, challenge, difÞ culty, or pain.

 - Persistence: Þ nishing what one starts; persisting in a course of action 
in spite of obstacles; taking pleasure in completing tasks.

 - Zest: approaching life with excitement and energy.
• Humanity

 - Love: valuing close relations with others, in particular those in which
sharing and caring are reciprocated; being close to people.

 - Kindness: doing favours and good deeds for others; helping them; 
taking care of them.

 - Social intelligence: being aware of the motives and feelings of other 
people and oneself.

• Justice
 - Fairness: Treating all people the same according to notions of fairness

and justice.
 - Leadership: organizing group activities and seeing that they happen.
 - Teamwork: working well as a member of a group or team; being loyal 

to the group; doing one’s share.
• Temperance

 - Forgiveness: forgiving those who have done wrong.
 - Modesty: letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves; not

regarding oneself as more special than one is.
 - Prudence: being careful about one’s choices, not saying or doing 

things that might later be regretted.
 - Self-regulation: regulating what one feels and does; being disciplined; 

controlling one’s appetites and emotions.
•  Transcendence

 - Appreciation of beauty and excellence: noticing and appreciating
beauty, excellence, and/or skilled performance in various domains of 
life.

 - Gratitude: being aware of and thankful for the good things that 
happen; taking time to express thanks.
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 - Hope: expecting the best in the future and working to achieve it.
 - Humour: liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other people.
 - Spirituality: having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and 

meaning of life.

The Aim of the Study

The aim of the study was to determine which virtues Polish and foreign stu-
dents deem important for building a professional career, and discover whether 
Polish students have a similar outlook on the importance of virtues and charac-
ter strengths as international students. What is more, the study aims to present 
comparison between perceptions in the group of Polish and international stu-
dents concerning the level of positive orientation or optimism, self-esteem, life 
satisfaction and job satisfaction, which includes an element of satisfaction from 
studies. It is assumed that the representation of certain virtues contributes to a 
better, happier life which leads to a conclusion that those virtues can be treated 
as predictors of positive orientation and positive job satisfaction understood as 
satisfaction from the career path, which can include satisfaction from studies in 
the chosen Þ eld.

During the process of research, the following research questions were 
developed:

1. Which virtues are important for students?
2. Are there differences in perceptions of the importance of speciÞ c virtues

for successful career between Polish and foreign students taking their edu-
cation in Poland?

3. Are there differences between Polish and foreign students concerning the
level of positive orientation?

4. Are there differences between Polish and foreign students referring to the
level of job satisfaction?

5. Can the analysed virtues be predictors of a positive orientation and job
satisfaction?

The study group

The study group consisted of 135 people, both women and men. The above 
includes 32 foreign students studying in Poland for one semester within Erasmus 
exchange programme and 103 students born and raised in Poland. The Polish and 
foreign students represented various Þ elds of studies including technical studies, 
social sciences, humanistic and medical studies. The average age of the students of 
Polish origin is 26.4, the average age of foreign students is 22.3.



Journal of Education Culture and Society No. 1_2015 95

Description of the Research Method

The scale of positive orientation
The Þ rst scale used in the study was the Positivity Scale by Gian Vittorio 

Caprara, Guido Alessandri; Nancy Eisenberg, Anna Kupfer, Patrizia Steca, Maria 
Giovanna Caprara, Susumu Yamaguchi, Ai Fukuzawa, John Abela, The research 
of the Polish group was based on the positive orientation scale adapted by Mariola 

aguna, Piotr Ole , Dorota Filipiuk. The tool consists of eight diagnostic questions. 
The person examined addresses the eight items using a Þ ve-point scale, where 1 
means that the respondent totally disagrees with the statement and 5 means full 
agreement. The tool is used to measure the positive orientation as the structure 
that takes into account self-esteem, optimism and life satisfaction. The authors of 
the Polish version of the scale analysed the psychometric properties and conclu-
ded that psychometric properties are sufÞ cient.

Job satisfaction scale
The scale of job satisfaction developed by Anna Zalewska is composed of Þ ve 

statements to which the respondent shall respond using a seven-point scale, where 
1 is equivalent to not agreeing with the statement and 7 means that the respon-
dent strongly agrees with the item. The tool is used to test the overall level of job 
satisfaction, and its structure and content was inspired by the Satisfaction with 
Life Scale (SWLS) by Ed Diener. The scale has sufÞ cient psychometric properties.

The survey to examine the importance of virtues and 

signature strengths – Małgorzata Klimka, Grażyna 
Budzińska

The last tool used in the study was a survey examining the importance of vir-
tues and signature strengths.

For the analysis, the authors used a survey constructed on the basis of the CSV 
list of Character Strengths and Virtue (Peterson, Seligman, 2004) developed under 
the direction of Christopher Peterson. In that survey, respondents were asked to 
analyse the listed virtues and character strengths according to their importance in 
their careers. 

In the Þ rst part of the questionnaire, respondents were instructed to assess the 
importance of each virtue on the following scale: 1 – very important, 2 – rather 
important, 3 – no opinion, 4 – rather unimportant, 5 – not important. In the second 
part of the survey respondents were asked to estimate which of the values   is the 
most important in their careers. A scale from 1 to 6 was used, 1 being the most 
important and 6 being the least important. In addition, the survey contained 
questions about age, gender, education, and marital status, place of residence, 
employment status and developing professional skills by persons surveyed. 
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Study results

Perception of the importance of virtues.
The group of Polish students identiÞ ed wisdom and knowledge as the most 

important virtues for building a career, those were followed by courage, huma-
nity, justice, temperance, and transcendence identiÞ ed as the least important for 
career development.

Descriptive statistics

N Min. Max. Mean Std. 
deviation

Transcendence 103 1 6 5,51 1,110

Temperance 103 1 6 4,12 1,123

Justice 103 1 6 3,28 1,403

Humanity 103 1 6 3,11 1,342

Courage 103 1 6 2,85 1,263

Wisdom and knowledge 103 1 6 1,64 1,074

Valid N (list wise) 103

Table 1. Importance of virtues in the perception of Polish students
Source: Own analysis

Foreign students identiÞ ed wisdom and knowledge as the most important vir-
tues, followed by courage, humanity, justice, transcendence and temperance.

Descriptive statistics

N Min. Max. Mean Std. 
deviation

Temperance F 32 2 6 5,00 1,107

Transcendence F 32 2 6 4,16 1,322

Justice F 32 2 6 3,66 1,558

Humanity F 32 1 6 3,41 1,365

Courage F 32 1 6 3,19 1,857

Wisdom and knowledge F 32 1 6 1,97 1,513

Valid N (list wise) 32

Table 2. Importance of signature strengths in the perception of foreign students.
Source: Own analysis

The performed univariate analysis of variance ANOVA revealed that statistically 
signiÞ cant differences between the two groups can be observed in temperance and 
transcendence. Polish students perceived temperance as more important than foreign 
students. Transcendence was seen as the least important virtue by Polish students, 
foreign students determined that it is a more important virtue than temperance.
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Fig 1. Comparison of perception of virtues important for career development for 
Polish and foreign students. 
Source: Own analysis 

Level of positive orientation
The performed univariate analysis of variance showed that the compared 

groups differ signiÞ cantly. The group of Polish students represents a higher level 
of positive orientation.

Descriptive statistics

N Min. Max. Mean Std. 
deviation

Scale P 103 3 10 6,14 1,408

Scale PF 31 4 9 7,19 1,447

Valid N (list wise) 31

Table 3. Average level of positive orientation in the compared groups.
Source: Own analysis

Job satisfaction level
The univariate analysis of variance ANOVA showed that the studied groups 

differ signiÞ cantly. Foreign students represent a higher level of job satisfaction 
and satisfaction in building a career path in which studies are included.

Descriptive statistics

N Min. Max. Mean Std. 
deviation

Job satisfaction 103 6 31 19,50 5,719

Job satisfaction F 32 16 30 22,16 3,548

Valid N (list wise) 32

Table 4. Average level of job satisfaction in the compared groups. 
Source: Own analysis
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Predictors of positive orientation
Positive orientation was adopted as a dependent variable, while wisdom and 

knowledge, courage, justice, temperance, humanity and transcendence as inde-
pendent variables and a linear regression analysis was performed. It was found 
that in the case of the test group there are two predictors of positive orientation 
and these are transcendence and humanity.

Fig. 2. Predictors of positive orientation in the test group.

Source: Own analysis

The linear regression analysis, in which job satisfaction was assumed as a 
dependent variable while wisdom and knowledge, courage, justice, temperance, 
humanity and transcendence as independent variables, did not show that the 
independent variables were predictors of job satisfaction for the test group of 
Polish and foreign students.

Conclusions

The analysis presented above lets us draw a conclusion that the development 
of virtues and signature strengths are salient for building a career path by young 
people. Young people manifest a need for a complex development of formal and 
personal competencies. Both foreign and Polish students value wisdom and know-
ledge highly whereas the lowest appreciation is shown towards transcendence 
and temperance. Nevertheless, the latter virtues are not categorized as unimpor-
tant but relatively less important and that is why they are placed at the bottom of 
the hierarchy of values. Ranking temperance and knowledge low as compared 
with other virtues might result from the lack of understanding of the meaning of 
abovementioned values or the lack of experience on the job market.

Positive 

orientation

Humanity Transcendence
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Polish students generally perceive the development of virtues and signature 
strength as important for career building. However, they represent lower level of 
positive orientation and job satisfaction than foreign young people. Taking into 
consideration the results of the conducted research we may conclude that trans-
cendence and humanity are predictors of positive orientation and that is why fur-
ther analysis should be conducted in order to explore the relation between those 
virtues and positive orientation, and to Þ nd more precise reasons for different per-
ceptions of humanity and transcendence in the groups of Polish and foreign stu-
dents. The analysis was not able to prove any relation between job satisfaction and 
the perceptions of virtues, which seems to be a subject worth further examination.

Summing up, it may be concluded that the most important result of the ana-
lysis is the appreciation of virtues and their importance for the satisfying career 
construction among young people, no matter what ethnic group they come from. 
Polish students may be less positively oriented and may express lower job satisfac-
tion due to poor economic situation in their country or due to cultural differences 
that have impact on attitudes and expectations. That is why, it seems important 
to focus more, in Poland, on the development of programmes which would target 
personal competencies acquisition and could support young people in increasing 
their self-esteem as well as in developing more optimistic orientation. The pro-
grammes should go beyond the major focus students choose in their university 
studies because this broader orientation would help young people to build uni-
versal values for life and work based on wisdom, knowledge, courage, humanity, 
transcendence, temperance and justice. 
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