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Abstract 

The student experience is a unique journey of challenge and opportunity, for which their success, 

subjective well-being (SWB) and psychological health are key elements. In three related 

investigations, this mixed-methods research programme examined the effects of Time-Perspective 

(TP: An individual’s psychological relationship with time) and Character-Strengths (CS: 24-positive 

traits associated with good character) on these outcomes. Investigation 1 involved developing a 

Likert-type scale to measure students’ success in areas they felt were important to the construct. 

Qualitative content analysis identified that HE students and staff collectively defined success as a 

multifaceted construct, consisting of numerous academic, non-academic and social aspects. These 

informed the development of a reliable and valid questionnaire for measuring success perceptions in 

seven of these areas. This was used in the following investigation to assess a range of outcome 

variables pertaining to student success. Investigation 2 was a longitudinal study assessing the effects 

of TP and CS on the success, good/poor psychological health and SWB of Year-1 HE students. In line 

with previous research, excessive or insufficient use of certain TP orientations was associated with, 

and could predict multiple positive and negative outcomes. For example, Future and Past-Positive 

orientations were predictive of academic success, perceived student success and SWB. Student 

psychological problems were associated with a bias towards Past-Negative and Present-Fatalist 

orientations. Additionally, a new formula for calculating a continuous Balanced Time Perspective 

(BTP) variable was devised and tested. High levels of BTP were associated with many positive aspects 

of the HE experience. Strengths were mainly associated with SWB and perceptions of success. 

However, Hope and Self-Regulation were inversely related with depression, anxiety, stress and 

negative-affect. Investigation 3 was a follow-up interview study with six student participants, who 

presented interesting profiles in Investigation 2. They talked about their experiences of psychological 

ill-health/well-being and student success in relation to TP and CS. Five super-ordinate themes were 

identified, including ‘Living with negative past experiences’, ‘A balancing act’ and ‘Using my 

strengths’. Psychological difficulties represent an escalating problem in HE, and student success and 

SWB are important outcomes. Both TP and CS offer additional understandings of these areas, adding 

value in academic, practical and theoretical contexts. This research has indicated that interventions 

focused on TP modification (i.e. developing a BTP) and strength development, may potentially offer 

preventative mental-illness strategies for susceptible students and enhance their success and SWB.  
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Chapter 1 

General Introduction and Literature Review  

 

1.1. Overview 

The undergraduate experience is a unique journey of growth, challenge and opportunity, attracting a 

diverse range of individuals worldwide (Morgan, 2012). Modern students encounter numerous 

social, personal and academic transformations en route to graduation (Cooper, 2003). For many, 

university marks a transition into independence; for others, a new life-focus or career changing 

endeavour (ibid). Typically, UK students report multiple academic, career-oriented and non-

academic motivations for enrolling (NUS, 2008; 2011). Whilst Higher Education (HE) can present 

challenges to students of all ages, backgrounds and circumstances (Stanley & Manthorpe, 2001), 

around 60% of new students are aged 18-19 years (HESA, 2012) and inexperienced at living/learning 

independently (Callender, Fagin, Jenkins, Lester & Smith, 2011). Some individuals flourish at 

university, overcome obstacles and capitalise on the multifarious opportunities it provides (Mcllroy, 

2003). However, increasing numbers find the experience overwhelming and encounter problems 

including: mental health concerns, difficulties meeting course demands, social relationship troubles 

and financial management issues (McCrea, 2009; Andrews & Wilding, 2004; Watkins, Hunt & 

Eisenberg, 2011). Such students may underperform academically, drop out of University or fail their 

course (Storrie, Ahern & Tuckett, 2010), which can result in significant financial debt and other 

negative outcomes (McCrea). With its turbulent array of demands and prospects, a university 

environment can precipitate psychological development (Lounsbury, Fisher, Levy & Welsh, 2009), 

making it a rich and fertile testing ground for assessing psychological phenomena. Therefore, a key 

aim of this research programme was to investigate whether and how certain psychological variables 

could account for individual differences in multiple positive and negative student outcomes. 
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Several theoretical perspectives underpin this thesis, but it draws considerable inspiration from the 

field of Positive Psychology (PP); the study of positive and healthy human functioning (Baumgardner 

& Crothers, 2010). An early, but key argument of PP was that the mind/behaviour sciences have 

given human weakness and mental pathology centre-stage, whilst strengths, happiness and 

positivity have received considerably less attention (Seligman, 2003). Additionally, it has been 

proposed that both sides of the coin must be considered for a more holistic understanding of human 

nature (Lazarus, 2003; Seligman, 2005; Baumgardner & Crothers). For example, if a student is free of 

psychological problems, they are not necessarily thriving and happy. Influenced by PP principles, this 

research programme explored several positive and negative outcomes considered important to the 

student experience. These included: (i) Student success in multiple academic, personal and social 

areas; (ii) Mental-illness (including anxiety and depression) and resilience to psychological adversity; 

(iii) Cognitive and emotional components of subjective well-being (SWB). The numerous outcome 

variables measured, collectively provided a vibrant arena for examining the effects of the two key 

psychological components investigated. These were 'Time-Perspective' (TP – Zimbardo & Boyd, 

1999): An individual’s psychological relationship with objective time and 'Character-Strengths' (CS - 

Peterson & Seligman, 2004): Twenty-four positive psychological traits associated with virtue and 

good character. A central research focus was whether and to what extent these constructs (detailed 

below) were related to and could predict scores on the three sets of outcome variables. In other 

words, could students possessing certain psychological traits or profiles be successful at university, 

show resilience to psychological problems and experience positive thoughts and emotions? 

TP and CS are relatively new investigative avenues in psychology, representing dynamic 

psychological constructs with the potential to be developed and enhanced within individuals (e.g. 

Zimbardo et al., 2012; Seligman et al., 2006). Therefore, they may provide important tools for 

improving the student experience. Whilst both constructs have previously been investigated in 

terms of psychological ill-health and SWB, the current research expands on previous investigations in 
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several ways, by assessing a number of theoretical quandaries, gaps in literature and limitations of 

prior endeavours. Moreover, a longitudinal investigation allowed for the assessment of change over 

time, factors predicting the onset of psychological problems and differences between those with 

consistently high or low levels of specific outcome variable scores (e.g. SWB, psychological ill-health). 

Whilst making valuable contributions to PP literature surrounding TP and CS, the student experience 

and educational policy, this research also has considerable practical value. CS and TP may contribute 

new understandings of student psychological problems and offer innovative ways of preventing and 

treating such issues. Furthermore, they may provide indications of student success and SWB. 

PP has emphasised the value of prevention and building resilience to psychological adversity 

(Baumgardner & Crothers, 2010), often by enhancing psychological well-being (Wright & Lopez, 

2005; Ruini & Fava, 2004; Joseph & Linley, 2004). Approaches fostering positive human functioning 

may appeal more to students than conventional preventative methods for correcting weakness 

(Seligman, 2005). TP and CS development strategies may enhance resilience among susceptible 

students and offer reactive approaches for those experiencing difficulties. Additionally, such 

strategies may provide a means to enhance student well-being and boost their success at university. 

Moreover, these concepts could assist in the development of practical screening options for 

vulnerable individuals and provide theoretical guidance for those in pastoral and counselling roles in 

HE. Breaching boundaries of prior psychological inquiry, the current research supports the thesis 

that TP and CS are particularly relevant to the student experience. Taking a pragmatic stance and 

applying a mixed methods approach, the studies reported in this thesis contribute to the above in 

multiple ways, throughout three separate, but related investigations. The first of these involved 

developing a unique Likert-type scale for measuring students’ success in areas they deemed 

important to the construct. This scale was used in the following investigations to provide a range of 

student success outcome measurements, for which to examine the effects of TP and CS. 
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1.2. Student Success 

Despite its importance, ‘student success’ is an unclearly demarcated concept, with different 

meanings for the many individuals and parties affiliated with HE (e.g. students, staff, faculties and 

policy makers: Dean, 1998). It is typically quantified in terms of academic performance indicators, 

retention and completion rates (Larose & Roy, 1991; Hearn, 2006). Whilst such variables are 

attractive to HEIs and correspond to performance related targets and funding formulae, Dean argues 

that they relate more to ‘university success’ and are largely devoid of the student voice. A small 

number of studies indicate that students veer towards a multifaceted definition of their success, 

which includes academic, personal, social and financial factors (Dean; Kuh et al., 2006). A full review 

of student success variables and predictors is presented in Chapter 3, but briefly summarised below. 

In research, ‘student success’ is usually operationalised as academic performance (i.e. grades) (Kuh 

et al., 2006). Its most consistent predictors are typically prior-academic performance (school or 

college grades) and academic-ability/intelligence (Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer & Elliot, 2002; 

McManus, Smithers, Partridge, Keeling & Fleming, 2003). However, individual differences in 

academic achievement are not fully explained by these variables (O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007), 

enticing researchers to examine a small range of psychological constructs. The Big-Five personality 

trait, conscientiousness (dutifulness, self-discipline and achievement striving), often positively 

predicts academic performance in HE (e.g. Furnham, Chamorro-Premuzic & McDougall, 2003; 

O’Connor & Paunonen). Additionally, extraversion (warmth, gregariousness, assertiveness and 

excitement-seeking) has demonstrated smaller negative associations (e.g. Busato, Prins, Elshout & 

Hamaker, 2000). However, the relative stability of these traits (Cobb-Clark & Schurer, 2012), limits 

their potential for development within students, to improve their success. Less consistent predictors 

include achievement motivation (Rigdell & Lounsbury, 2004; Andersson & Keith, 1997), emotional 

intelligence (Parker, Duffy, Wood, Park & Hogan, 2005) and work-mastery goals (Harackiewicz et al.). 

Additionally, a small body of evidence indicates that CS (e.g. Lounsbury et al., 2009) and TP (e.g. 
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Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) may contribute to academic performance in HE. However, these studies 

used self-reported estimates of academic success which lack the accuracy of measured grades. 

Dean (1998) identified multiple academic and non-academic areas that students felt were important 

to ‘student success’. These included personal achievement goals, social-life and health success. 

Research measuring success in these domains is uncommon, possibly due to the complexity of the 

phenomena and difficulties in validating objective measurements. Self-report questionnaires where 

students reflect on their perceptions of success may provide a more effective way to measure such 

constructs. However, at the outset of this research programme there appeared to be no empirically 

validated instruments for assessing such variables. Whilst student satisfaction surveys, including the 

Student Satisfaction Questionnaire (Lounsbury, Saudargas, Gibson & Leong, 2005), tap into elements 

of student success (Kuh et al., 2006), they generally merge personal success areas with a satisfaction 

of external aspects related to the HE experience. Other questionnaires identified tended to be 

associated with student support resources or literature, and provided little evidence of empirical 

development and validation suitable for use in psychological or educational research. 

The cost of being a student has increased in England and elsewhere (Paton, 2013). HEIs are under 

increasing pressure to provide value for money (Parr, 2012) and achieving success is likely high on 

the agenda of consumer-oriented students. However, if students have a different view of success, 

then this concept should be evaluated. Therefore, Investigation 1 of this research programme 

explored student and staff definitions of ‘student success’ using qualitative content analysis. Their 

collective accounts of areas important to the construct were used to develop a valid and reliable 

Likert-type scale for measuring success in seven of these areas. This self-report instrument was used 

alongside conventional success measures (i.e. grades) in the main longitudinal study reported 

(Investigation 2), providing a more holistic and student-friendly appraisal of their success.  



 

6 
 

1.3. Student Psychological Problems 

The complex and elusive nature of common psychological problems (e.g. depression and anxiety) 

presents numerous challenges to psychologists and the medical professions (Busfield, 2011). Such 

phenomena can be conceptualised from biological, psychological and socio-environmental 

perspectives (Myers, 2004) and there are various behavioural, cognitive, humanistic and 

psychodynamically oriented models used in treatment (Gross & McIlveen, 1996). Despite advances 

in psychotherapy and pharmaceutical medications, incidences of mental ill-health are increasing in 

the UK (O’Brian, 2012). This is especially evident among students who experience a disproportionally 

greater frequency of problems than the general public (McCrea, 2009). Moreover, UK Universities 

have witnessed large increases in students declaring disabilities based on their mental ill-health 

(ibid). Between 1994 and 2008, students declaring such difficulties increased by over 370% (ibid; 

HESA, 2008). This figure is continuing to rise and only includes those willing to disclose such 

problems on entry into HE; many more cases go undisclosed, or emerge at a later date (McCrea).  

Anxiety and depression represent significant problems among UK students (Jeffreys, 2011; Coughlan, 

2013). Webb, Ashton, Kelly and Kamali (1996) surveyed 3075 undergraduates at ten UK Universities, 

finding that 12.1% of males and 14.8% of females reported mild-to-severe levels of depression, 

whilst 33% of males and 35% of females reported moderate-to-severe levels of anxiety; all 

incidences were higher than the national average at the time. Harrison et al. (1999) identified that 

students were 1.64 times more likely to experience anxiety and depression than the general 

population. More recently, Bewick et al. (2008) found that 29% of students surveyed from four UK 

HEIs (N= 1129) reported clinical levels of psychological distress, including depression and anxiety. 

Since 2008, the demand for student counselling services in the UK has risen by approximately a third 

(Froio, 2013). Often students with no prior indicators of mental-health difficulties develop them at 

University (McCrea, 2009). The rise in student mental-illness has warranted the expression of 

considerable alarm by the mainstream media (e.g. Herrmann, 2001; Jeffreys, 2011; Grove, 2013). 
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The detrimental impacts of such conditions are well documented. For example, psychiatric disorders 

(particularly depression) are precipitating factors in many student suicides (Beck & Young, 1978; 

Hawton, Simkin, Fagg & Hawkins, 1995). The Office of National Statistics (2012) reported a 50% 

increase in student suicides from 2007 to 2011 and it is considered a matter of critical importance.  

Several authors have investigated why a greater percentage of students experience psychological 

difficulties (e.g. Andrews & Wilding, 2004; Furr, Westefeld, McConnell & Jenkins, 2001; Harrison, et 

al., 1999; Webb et al., 1996), but specific causes are somewhat elusive. More concretely, certain 

demographic factors such as being female, or being a first-year student increase the probability of 

encountering problems (Khawaja & Duncanson, 2008; Wong, Cheung, Chan, Ma, & Tang, 2006). 

Additionally, the stress associated with the transition into HE may also increase the likelihood of 

difficulties (Callender et al., 2011; McCrea, 2009). Certain transitional factors are particularly 

stressful for students including: the move from dependence to independence, leaving home at an 

age associated with important developmental changes and advancing from a structured to a 

relatively unstructured educational system (Callender et al.).  

High levels of alcohol intake (Elliott & Ainsworth, 2012) may precipitate student psychological 

problems (Callender et al., 2011; Barry, Whiteman, Wadswroth & Hitt, 2012; Sebena, El Ansari, 

Stock, Orosova & Mikolajczyk, 2012). Binge-drinking is extensive among UK students when 

compared to the general population (Gill, 2002), with only 11% of one sample reporting not drinking 

at all (Webb et al., 1996). A research review revealed that 45% to 69% of UK students reported 

binge-drinking at least once a week (Elliott & Ainsworth). Additionally, recreational drug use 

common among students and has been linked to student psychological illness (e.g. Skinner, Conlon, 

Gibbons & McDonald, 2011; Arria et al., 2013). Among a UK student sample (N= 1,401), 54% 

disclosed having tried illegal drugs, with 21% first trying them at University (Mason, 2012). However, 

whilst drug/alcohol use has been linked to psychological problems, findings are inconsistent. Some 

studies identified no connections between drug/alcohol use and student anxiety (Webb et al.), or 
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depression (Webb et al.; Moreno et al., 2012). Sebena et al. only found depressive symptoms among 

problem drinkers but not regular drinkers. However, there is considerable agreement that alcohol 

and drug use can lead to health and social problems (e.g. Boden & Furgusson, 2011; Teesson, Hall, 

Lynskey, Degenhardt, 2001) making them potential factors affecting at least some students.  

Financial difficulties can also contribute to student psychological ill-health (Eisenberg, Gollust, 

Golberstein & Hefner, 2007; Roberts, Golding & Towell, 1998; Tyrell, 1992). This may be particularly 

relevant in the present UK economic climate and possibly amplified by recent increases in tuition 

fees. Andrews and Wilding (2004) reported longitudinal findings that financial difficulties 

contributed to student depression, whilst relationship difficulties predicted anxiety. Additionally, 

financial difficulties and depression had a negative effect on academic performance (ibid). Norvilitis, 

Merwin and Osberg (2006) identified similar associations among US students, indicating that levels 

of debt were positively associated with stress. However, there are instances where such 

relationships have not been found (e.g. Ross, Cleland & Macleod, 2006; Cooke, Barkham, Audin, 

Bradley & Davy, 2004). Moreover, the studies identified exploring this phenomenon among UK 

students pre-dated 2012, when tuition fees at many universities almost tripled (Parr, 2012). 

Therefore, students may be under greater financial pressures, thus, associations between financial 

issues and psychological disorders could possibly be greater. Furthermore, psychological illness may 

also impede a student’s financial situation, giving them less energy to earn money and the possibility 

of accruing costs if they needed to repeat modules or years of study (Callender et al., 2011). 

Various other factors have been associated with student psychological problems. McLennan (1992) 

reported that irrational beliefs and stressful life experiences were predictive of end-of-year 

depression, whilst Khramtsova and Saarnio (2007) found that self-disciplined students and those 

who were respectful to their Professors, were less likely to experience depression. Low self-efficacy 

has also been associated with student depression (Olioff, Bryson & Waddon, 1989) as have 

preoccupied and fearful adult attachment styles (Permuy, Merino & Fernandez-Rey, 2009). 
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Heiligenstein and Smith (2006) identified that students who smoked heavily reported substantially 

poorer levels of well-being and increased psychiatric morbidity. In summary, the causes of student 

psychological problems appear to be varied and possibly overlapping. Certainly, transitional factors, 

financial issues and alcohol/drug use may play a part, but there are contradictory findings. In such a 

dynamic environment, there are likely numerous factors which can contribute to, or cause stress and 

unhappiness. The present research explored whether TP and CS profiles could predict and buffer 

students against the development of such problems.  

Psychological ill-health presents a real and increasing concern for universities, who are under 

considerable pressure to respond appropriately. Legislative acts (i.e. The Disability Discrimination 

Act, 1995; 2005; The Equality Act, 2006; 2010) place a legal responsibility on HE providers to cater 

for students with mental-health difficulties (Callender et al., 2011). Direction frameworks such as the 

Guidelines for Mental Health Policies and Procedures for Higher Education (The Committee of Vice 

Chancellors and Principals, 2000) and Degrees of Disturbance (Heads of University Counselling 

Services, 1999) have provided HEIs with guidelines for responding to student mental-health 

problems, including the encouragement of collaboration between various parties, the development 

of mental-health policies and building on good practice (Callender et al.). In practical terms, HEIs 

have generally responded by improving and expanding support services, often including 

interventions provided by counsellors and psychotherapists (McCrea, 2009), online counselling 

services, interactive self-help tools (Grove, 2013) and more recently, mental health promotions and 

‘buddying’ systems (Callender et al.) aimed at encouraging prevention. Additionally, structured 

learning support including coursework deadline extensions and extra-time in examinations are also 

available from many HEIs and additional mental-health training is provided to HE staff (McCree; 

Birnie & Grant, 2001). Furthermore, several external support groups have emerged over the last 

decade, offering assistance to students experiencing difficulties (Callender et al.).  
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Many HEIs offer various forms of counselling (e.g. psychotherapy, cognitive behavioural therapy) 

which can be effective in treating problems such as anxiety and depression (Young & Klosko, 1993). 

Often grounded in established theories such as Reformulated Learned Helplessness Theory 

(Abramson, Seligman & Teasdale, 1978) and Hopelessness Theory (Abramson, Metalsky & Alloy, 

1989), talking therapies for depression and anxiety have attracted considerable interest, particularly, 

as the effectiveness of newer generation anti-depressant medications have been challenged (Kirsch 

et al. 2008). However, such therapies veer towards a more reactive approach; that is, a focus on 

‘fixing what has gone wrong’ and providing ways to relieve symptoms, or to avert relapse. However, 

the World Health Organisation (2003) present substantial evidence arguing that preventative 

strategies may be the most effective way to reduce the burden of psychological disorders. 

PP has embraced the idea of building resilience and preventing psychological adversity through 

positive therapy (Joseph & Linley, 2004; Ruini & Fava, 2004). However, proponents of such 

interventions have acknowledged the problems of strategies focusing primarily on preventing 

negative outcomes (Seligman, 2005). In the context of HE, students would firstly need to recognise 

they might be at risk. This may be straightforward for those with a history of mental-illness, but 

many undergraduates encounter problems for the first time at university (McCrea, 2009) and may 

not be aware of their susceptibility. Also, the stigma attached to such problems may discourage 

students from acknowledging their risk. Secondly, they would then be required to focus on 

correcting weaknesses so as to avoid a possible (but not certain) negative future outcome. In a busy 

HE environment, such approaches seem unlikely to appeal to students. However, preventative 

interventions focusing on building competency, enhancing SWB and developing strengths have been 

shown in several studies to be more effective (Seligman; Ruini & Fava, 2004) and would likely be 

more appealing to students because of the positive life enhancing outcomes they can offer.  

Despite the many reactive therapies offered by HEIs, problems still persist and are increasing among 

students (O’Brian, 2012). Many are unsure where to turn when they start experiencing difficulties, 
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and can feel isolated and alone (McCrea, 2009). Depression in particular has implications which can 

make a sufferer feel isolated (Rowe, 1983) and whilst many UK HEIs are providing various forms of 

support, seeking and utilising it can be a challenging prospect to such students. It has been reported 

that just 7% of students with mental-health difficulties find their way to university counselling 

services (Oxford, 2008). However, interventions aimed at developing well-being need not necessarily 

be delivered by counselling departments. There is considerable online information and recent 

publications regarding CS and TP interventions (e.g. Zimbardo et al., 2012; Seligman et al., 2005). The 

range of outcomes assessed in the current research aimed not only to provide an indication as to 

whether CS and TP interact with psychological problems, but also whether they additionally relate to 

positive student outcomes, foster success and improve SWB.  

1.4. Positive Psychology and Subjective Well-Being 

PP has contributed to several prominent developments in the study of positive human functioning, 

extending the scope of a discipline argued to be disproportionately focused on the negative 

(Seligman, 2003). Whilst this view has softened somewhat in the more recent literature (e.g. 

Baumgardner & Crothers, 2010), PP's roots stem from psychology’s association with a medical-

deficit model, resulting in a disproportionately better understanding of problematic than positive 

behaviours (Seligman). PP has expanded the focus of general psychology (Linley & Joseph, 2004), 

bringing together and developing theory about positive thoughts and behaviours, resulting in a more 

holistic understanding of human life (Baumgardner & Crothers). It has the encouraged investigation 

of optimal functioning in various areas, including: health, social relationships, education and 

employment (Seligman) and significant progress has been made identifying and measuring strengths 

and virtues associated with fulfilment and successful living (Snyder & Lopez, 2007).  

PP has resulted in multiple ventures furthering the study of SWB (the subjective experience of 

positive thoughts and feelings consisting of cognitive and emotional components: Baumgardner & 
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Crothers, 2010). Its cognitive components generally comprise an individual’s cognitive appraisal of 

their life satisfaction, whilst the emotional elements include the frequency of positive emotional 

experiences, incorporating subjective happiness and positive affect (Baumgardner & Crothers). 

There are several well validated self-report questionnaires for measuring the cognitive and 

emotional aspects of SWB. The emotional components can be measured by (among others) the 

Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS: Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) and the Positive and Negative 

Affectivity Scales (PANAS: Watson, Clark & Tellegan, 1988), whilst the cognitive aspects can be 

examined using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS: Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985). 

Considered to be more than merely the absence of negative emotions (Seligman, 2003), SWB and 

psychological problems are not just opposites of the same continuum and may operate within 

separate physiological and cognitive structures (Huta & Hawley, 2008).  

SWB has important implications for individuals and can result in a range of positive outcomes. In a 

study of first year college students, Fredrickson (2006) identified that students with a high ratio of 

positive to negative emotions were more likely to develop more fulfilling relationships than those 

with low ratios. Prior to this, Fredrickson (2001) proposed the Broaden-and-Build theory that several 

positive emotions can broaden an individual’s thought/action repertoire and enhance creativity and 

social bonds. Conversely, negative emotions narrowed an individual’s mindset, allowing them to 

focus on more specific tasks. As mentioned above, higher levels of SWB can also lead to greater 

resistance to psychological illness. Positive interventions for enhancing SWB are becoming a major 

focus of PP and offer viable alternatives to preventative and reactive mental-health strategies based 

on the medical/deficit model (Seligman, 2005). However, SWB is important to individuals in its own 

right and represents a key human endeavour. Dean (1998) identified that undergraduates perceived 

happiness as an important aspect of student success. Encouraging student SWB is particularly 

important for UK HEIs, who are competing to recruit students who want the best experience for 

their investment. Prospective happiness may be a key determinant of university selection. 
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The unique combination of positive and negative outcome variables assessed in this research 

measure a range of areas important to the student experience. They present a diverse backdrop for 

the assessment of TP and CS constructs. Despite the practical value of this research, there are 

several gaps in literature that these assessments would fill. For example, Balanced-Time-Perspective 

(discussed below) has not been assessed in conjunction with student success and psychological 

difficulties, whilst Character-Strengths (discussed below) are yet to be explored in relation to 

measured academic success in HE. Any relationships identified between these variables would 

suggest that strength development and achieving a more balanced TP may be advantageous for 

enhancing and improving the student experience, with the additional advantage of reducing distress.  

1.5. Time Perspective 

Time-Perspective (TP) is an individual’s psychological relationship with objective time (Zimbardo & 

Boyd, 2008), focusing on how they organise their experiences into temporal structures consisting of 

past, present and future orientations. The Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory (ZTPI: Zimbardo & 

Boyd, 1999) provides a valid and reliable assessment of the extent to which individuals possess five 

temporal orientations (Past-Positive, Past-Negative, Present-Hedonist, Present-Fatalist and Future) 

which include cognitive, affective and behavioural components (see Chapter 5 for a detailed review). 

Time-management and planning represent central aspects of university life and Future orientation is 

considered an important component of educational and career success (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). 

Moreover, planning and organising time may feature in the transitional difficulties associated with 

psychological problems among students (Callender et al., 2011). However, TP is more than just time 

keeping and reflects multiple components associated with an individual’s psychology, which are 

argued to powerfully influence virtually all aspects of their behaviour (Boniwell & Zimbardo). 

Overuse or underuse of any particular orientation at the expense of others can lead to various 

negative outcomes (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004). A Balanced-Time-Perspective (BTP) is a positive 
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alternative to any particular temporal biases (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004). Theoretically, it reflects 

an ideal blend of TP components, for optimal psychological and physical health (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

1999). In research, only a handful of studies have attempted to operationalise BTP using the ZTPI. 

Moreover, there is disagreement as to how this should be done, resulting in several categorical 

approaches (e.g. Drake, Duncan, Sutherland, Abernethy & Henry 2008; Boniwell, Osin, Linley & 

Ivanchenko, 2010) and more recently a formulaic method for generating a continuous variable, 

measuring the extent to which individuals deviate from optimal scores on the five ZTPI components 

(e.g. Ztolarski, Bitner & Zimbardo, 2011). The current research developed and validated a BTP 

formula similar to this, but with the advantage that it generated a positively scored BTP variable in 

the same 1-5 scale as the ZTPI components, making interpretations more intuitive. However, whilst 

BTP tends to show positive associations with SWB, it has not been assessed in relation to anxiety, 

depression, stress, academic success and perceptions of success. Theoretically, BTP offers many 

promising benefits which may be of particular value to students. A recent publication reported the 

therapeutic effects of TP modification in treating PTSD (Zimbardo et al., 2012). Such techniques 

promote a BTP and may be utilisable as an exciting tool kit for students wanting to enhance their HE 

experience, boost their success and SWB, whilst making them resilient to psychological distress. 

1.6. Character Strengths 

Another area of PP deemed particularly relevant to this research programme was Character-

Strengths (CS) and Virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The VIA Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS; 

Peterson & Seligman) and its accompanying Handbook of Classifications (Peterson & Seligman) 

represent a key enterprise to emerge from the field of PP (Niemiec, 2013). The VIA-IS measures 24 

CS, each categorised under one of six Virtues (Wisdom and Knowledge, Courage, Humanity, Justice, 

Temperance, Transcendence), which are considered valuable among numerous cultures worldwide 

(Seligman, 2003). Strengths can be envisaged as a path, or set of habits leading to an individual 

displaying their associated virtues (Peterson & Seligman). A full review of CS is detailed in Chapter 5. 
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Strengths represent a wide range of psychological phenomena and have been associated with a 

several positive outcomes, including resilience to psychological adversity (Huta & Hawley, 2008) and 

enhanced psychological well-being (Park, Peterson, & Seligman; Brdar & Kashdan, 2010). 

Additionally, several investigations have identified that using strengths also yields many positive 

effects in individuals (e.g. Govindji & Linley, 2007; Wood, Linley, Kashdan, Maltby & Hurling, 2010). 

In the current research, CS profiles were explored in relation to student success, SWB and 

psychological illness. At the commencement of this programme, investigations examining CS and 

psychological problems were sparse (Huta & Hawley, 2008), but have increased over time. However, 

few studies have explored strengths in relation to psychological problems among students and have 

typically focused more on positive outcomes such as SWB. Moreover, the only study identified 

assessing strengths in relation to grades was conducted by Lounsbury et al. (2009), but they used 

self-reported measurements of GPA. Additionally, the current research also assessed CS in relation 

to perceptions of student success in multiple areas. In similarity to the concepts of TP and BTP, the 

attractiveness of CS are their potential to be built upon and improved within individuals (Seligman, 

2003); it may therefore be possible to implement strength enhancement techniques which could 

increase SWB, enhance success and build resilience to psychological adversity among students.  

1.7. Research Areas and Questions 

Investigation 1 of this research explored student and staff definitions of student success, focusing on 

areas they deemed important to the construct. The collective findings from this endeavour were 

used to develop a Likert-type scale to measure student perceptions of their success in these areas. 

This scale was developed and extensively validated using various statistical techniques on three 

separate datasets. The resulting scale was used in Investigation 2 of this research programme. 

Investigation 2 was a longitudinal study addressing the central research issue of whether VIA-IS 

variables (CS and Virtues) and ZTPI variables (orientations and BTP) related to and could predict 
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student success (grades, perceptions of success and passing Year-1), the occurrence, onset and 

resilience to psychological problems (depression, anxiety, stress and negative-affect) and SWB (life 

satisfaction, subjective happiness and positive-affect). Additionally, ZTPI and VIA-IS differences were 

explored between groups of students demonstrating various characteristics and profiles in terms of 

success, mental-health problems and SWB. Several statistical operations were conducted, allocating 

participants to different groups based on combined variable scores and longitudinal profiles, to 

examine (among others): TP differences between students who remained psychologically healthy 

and those who developed problems, and TP and CS differences between participants with 

consistently high and low levels of SWB.  

The final endeavour (Investigation 3) was a small scale follow-up study in which interviews were 

conducted with six student participants from Investigation 2, who presented contrasting profiles of 

high and low levels of success, BTP, positive and negative psychological health. Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA: Smith, Jarmin & Osbourne, 1999) was used to assess how students 

with various questionnaire profiles experienced and assigned meaning to their success, well-being 

and psychological health at University. Moreover, their experiences of TP and CS in these areas were 

explored. This study aimed to provide further theoretical insight regarding some of the variables 

examined throughout Investigation 2, in particular the relatively unexplored BTP variable.  

In the UK, HEIs are under increasing pressure to improve student performance, retention and to 

successfully accommodating those with various personal and mental health difficulties. This project 

was ultimately about driving and supporting the thesis that TP and CS are valuable psychological 

avenues when considering the success, psychological health and SWB of undergraduate students. 

Findings could be of particular interest and value to practitioners, educators and researchers. It is 

therefore the central tenet of this thesis that these areas of PP could be utilised to improve the lives 

of HE students, by increasing their well-being and decreasing their chances of developing difficulties. 
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1.8. Structural Overview 

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the methodological approach to this research and the ontological 

position of this thesis. Chapter 3 documents Investigation 1(a) in which qualitative content-analysis 

was used to explore the construct of “student success” as defined by students and teaching staff, 

based on areas they deemed important to this concept. Investigation 1(b) is reported in Chapter 4 

and covers a sequence of analyses concerning the development, piloting and modification of the 

Perceptions of Student Success Questionnaire (PSSQ), which is a Likert-type self-assessment scale 

aimed to quantitatively measure students’ perceptions of their own success in the key areas 

identified in Investigation 1(a). The PSSQ was subsequently used in the succeeding Investigation 2 to 

compliment and expand upon grades and student retention as measures of success at University. 

Investigation 2 is reported in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 and comprised a longitudinal survey study 

exploring the effects of TP and CS on student success, psychological difficulties, and SWB. Chapter 5 

provides an in-depth literature review of the ZTPI and the VIA-IS in association with the outcome 

variables of the investigation. Investigation 2 methods are covered in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 provides 

results and discussion sections for TP variables, whilst Chapter 8 provides results and discussion 

sections for CS. Investigation 3 was a follow-up interview study which is reported in Chapter 9. The 

final discussion and conclusions of the thesis are reported in Chapter 10.  
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Chapter 2 

Methodology 

This research adopted a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative 

procedures to address the research questions/areas. However, these investigative techniques are 

ontologically and methodologically dissimilar; argued by many as incompatible (Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009). Quantitative investigation dominates psychology (Punch, 1998), but qualitative 

methods have been increasing in popularity since the 1970s (Bryman, 2011). The following paradigm 

wars (quantitative versus qualitative) divided researchers (Niglas, 1999) and accentuated the 

fundamental differences of each approach (Bryman). However, an appetite for mixed-methods 

emerged among a few pioneering researchers (Howe, 1988). Proponents of this approach have 

tended to embrace the philosophical orientation of pragmatism (Teddlie & Tashakkori; Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004), arguing that the practicality of ‘whatever works’ should be considered more 

relevant than the abstract epistemological considerations of either method (Creswell, 2013). This 

chapter offers a general overview and rationale for the methodology used throughout this research.  

2.1. Quantitative Research and Parametric Statistics 

Quantitative research is widely used in the social sciences (Punch, 1998). Originally underpinned by 

positivism (the epistemology that observable phenomena represent permanent truths about reality: 

Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009), quantitative methods provide empirical approaches to studying 

objective phenomena and are concerned with measuring, gathering, analysing and interpreting 

numerical data, using mathematical procedures similar to the natural sciences (ibid). In the current 

research, multiple quantitative techniques were used to develop a Likert-type scale in Investigation 

1(b) and to examine cross-sectional and longitudinal data (typically ascertained from Likert-type 

scales) throughout Investigation 2. Researchers can choose between parametric or non-parametric 
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statistics; the former allow generalisations from samples to populations, whilst the latter make no 

assumptions or inferences about the parameters of the distribution (Howitt & Cramer, 2005). 

Throughout Investigation 1(b) and Investigation 2, parametric statistical procedures were used. 

However, using parametric over non-parametric statistics for Likert-scale data remains a matter of 

debate among researchers (e.g. Carifio & Perla, 2007; 2008; Robertson, 2011). Typically, Likert-scale 

data are treated as interval in social research (Göb, McCollin & Ramathoto, 2007), but many argue 

they are ordinal in nature (e.g. Robertson) (Appendix D presents a more in-depth review surrounding 

this debate). Ordinal data cannot legitimately be subjected to parametric techniques (Jamieson, 

2005; Robertson), necessitating the use of less diverse and powerful, non-parametric statistics (Pell, 

2005). Using parametric statistics on ordinal data can violate underlying assumptions, rendering 

them less effective. Serious departures from such constraints could equate to less statistical-power 

than non-parametric tests and erroneous inferences drawn from the data (Jamieson). 

Kaptein et al. (2010) identified that participants conceptually perceived greater distances between 

extreme Likert-scale points when compared to those in the middle; if Likert data were interval, they 

should be perceived as equidistant from one another. However, Carifio (1978) identified strong 

positive correlations (r= .92) between Likert-scale responses and interval/ratio level responses 

(assessed by visual-analogue-scales) to the same questions. Carifio and Perla (2007) acknowledged 

that individual items may behave like ordinal-level data, but are rarely used autonomously and 

usually represent a more complex unit of meaning. Carifio and Perla (2008) argued that ‘undisputed’ 

interval-level data from intelligence tests are calculated from multiple binary/ordinal items (i.e. right 

or wrong) and it is the grouping of such items which generates their interval level status. Thus, 

Likert-scale totals or subsection totals are also more likely to look and behave like interval/ratio data 

(ibid). Additionally, research involving the scales used throughout Investigation 2, typically report 

parametric analyses (e.g. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Boniwell et al., 2010; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995; 
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Diener et al., 1985). Therefore (providing relevant assumptions were met), it would make little sense 

to use a differing approach for constructing a similar scale and for analysing the Investigation 2 data.  

There are however, several criticisms and limitations of quantitative methods which should be 

briefly noted. The complexity of human participants means psychological investigations are often 

threatened by numerous confounding factors (Howitt & Cramer, 2005), which can be difficult to 

control for. Moreover, quantifying psychological phenomena can neglect its social and cultural 

construction (Silverman, 2000). Furthermore, social scientists often overlook the philosophical 

underpinnings of quantitative approaches when interpreting their findings (Chomsky, 2012). 

Typically wedded to material-monist ontologies, including physicalism and materialism (Cohen et al., 

2000), quantitative approaches usually imply the deterministic and reductionist world views of 

physics, which can exclude concepts of free-will, individuality and moral responsibility (ibid). Whilst 

materialism is intertwined with Newtonian physics, it does not sit so well with recent developments 

of string-theory and quantum mechanics (Greene, 1999). Similarly, positivist approaches to 

psychology do not provide convincing accounts of subjectivity, qualia, social constructions and lived 

experiences (Cohen et al.). Whilst some argue that such accounts may arise at a later point in time 

(Pinker, 1996), others suggest that qualitative methods may be more appropriate (Silverman, 2000).  

2.2. Qualitative Research, QCA and IPA 

Qualitative research investigates the how’s and why’s of certain phenomena, often using in-depth 

analysis (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Qualitative data are usually words rather than numbers (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994) and its analyses are exploratory rather than confirmatory, and focus on 

meanings rather than behaviours (Silverman, 2000). Due to the diversity between various qualitative 

approaches, it is difficult to group their philosophical underpinnings (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Usually 

subjective, the various strands of qualitative inquiry include (among others) phenomenology, 

constructivism, relativism and interpretivism; all of which typically challenge positivism. This 
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research programme employed two qualitative lines of inquiry: Qualitative-Content-Analysis (QCA: 

Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009) and Interpretative-Phenomenological-Analysis (IPA: Smith, Jarmin & 

Osbourne, 1999). QCA is technically similar to thematic analysis (Zhang & Wildemuth) and the 

theoretical flexibility of this approach means it is not wedded to any particular ontological 

perspective (Braun & Clarke, 2006). QCA was used throughout Investigation 1(a) of this research 

programme to explore student and staff definitions of student success. However, Investigation 3 

employed the more theoretically specific IPA, which is wedded to a phenomenological epistemology.  

Phenomenology (Husserl, 1859-1932) is a route to understanding phenomena through its interaction 

with subjective experience (Hicks, 2004). It is essentially the study of how things appear to the 

consciousness (Robinson & Groves, 1999). IPA is widely used in the fields of health, clinical, and 

social psychology (Rassool & Nel, 2012), and focuses on understanding subjective experiences and 

social cognitions, from a phenomenological and ideographic perspective (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 

2008). It is assumed that through careful interpretative methodology, it is possible to understand an 

individual’s subjective (phenomenological) experience (ibid). A researcher using IPA attempts to 

identify the meanings participants ascribe to particular events and personal states (Smith & Osborn, 

2007). It was anticipated that this method would allow a unique insight into how TP and CS were 

experienced during the Year-1 HE journey, regarding success, mental-health and SWB outcomes. 

Criticisms of qualitative approaches include reliability issues, difficulties replicating 

observations/findings and validity issues concerning the challenges of obtaining accurate 

impressions of certain phenomena (Baumgarten, 2010; Kirk & Miller, 1986). They are also unsuitable 

for making generalisations from samples to the population (Howitt & Cramer, 2005) and researcher 

bias can affect findings and interpretations (Miles & Huberman, 1994). However, there are 

numerous procedures available to help reduce the above, and qualitative approaches are generally 

rigorous in reducing such problems (Silverman, 2000). Philosophically, qualitative perspectives tend 

to challenge empirical worldviews, but often align themselves to less popular and vaguer 
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epistemologies. However, despite the apparent incompatibleness of quantitative and qualitative 

approaches, many psychological studies are not concerned with identifying ultimate truths, and 

often have more practical uses in areas of health, work and education.  

2.3. A Mixed-Methods Approach 

Mixed-methods research was institutionalised as a distinct methodological orientation in the 1990s 

(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Amidst the ‘paradigm-wars’, it was considered that research methods 

required a one-to-one commitment to their corresponding paradigm, and the methods of conflicting 

paradigms were therefore incompatible (Bryman, 2011). Mixed methodologists have countered this, 

by positing a different paradigm (pragmatism), which is compatible with both approaches (ibid). It 

emphasises the importance of research evidence for solving real-world problems, arguing that this 

should take precedence over concerns regarding their epistemological incompatibility (ibid). 

Creswell (2013) argued that real world ‘evidence’ often combines qualitative and quantitative data. 

The study of depression for example, has benefitted from qualitative accounts regarding its 

experience (e.g. Cornford, Hill & Reilly, 2007) and quantitative research regarding the effectiveness 

of treatments (e.g. Kirsch et al. 2008). However, such studies are usually conducted independently 

and the findings of one, may not influence the design of the other. Conversely, mixed-methods 

researchers can design their investigations so that one line of inquiry informs the other. The decision 

to use mixed-methods in the current research project was based on a pragmatic view. The current 

research sought evidence which may improve the lives of HE students, whilst contributing to TP and 

CS literature. An understanding of relatively young concepts such as BTP was anticipated to benefit 

from both qualitative and quantitative insights. 

This research employed a simple, sequential mixed-design (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009), where 

previous investigations informed and assisted subsequent ones. The diversity of mixed-methods 

approaches and their capacity to change throughout the research process, makes it difficult to 
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categorise specific designs (Teddlie & Tashakkori). However, using Morse’s (2003) notations of 

designs for mixed-methods, Investigations 1(a) and 1(b) used an exploratory sequential QUAL → 

QUAN approach, where the findings from an initial qualitative analysis (Investigation 1a) informed 

the following quantitative study (Investigation 1b). The arrow denotes the sequence in which the 

analyses occurred. Both QUAL and QUAN are in uppercase, indicating a similar level of dominance in 

the study outcome. Investigation 1(a) was required to identify areas of success deemed important to 

participants, whilst Investigation 1(b) developed and validated a questionnaire to measure some of 

these concepts. The main investigation (Investigation 2) and the following qualitative study 

(Investigation 3) operated as a sequential QUAN → qual approach, where the quantitative findings 

of Investigation 2 informed and directed the research focus of the small-scale follow-up interview 

study. QUAN is denoted in uppercase letters to express its dominance in the research process. 

Investigation 2 was essentially a standalone study, which was supplemented by Investigation 3. 

However, Investigations 1(a) and 1(b) also helped to shape Investigations 2 and 3. 

Investigation 1(a) employed open-ended, qualitative questionnaires to investigate definitions of 

‘student success’. This approach allowed participants the freedom and flexibility to develop their 

ideas, whilst keeping the data at a manageable size. Data were analysed using QCA (Weber, 1990; 

Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009) which is suitable for mixed-methods research. The findings facilitated the 

development of the 76-item (11-subsection) Perceptions of Student Success Questionnaire (PSSQ). 

Several statistical procedures were used to examine its internal consistency, reliability, construct 

validity, and discriminate/convergent validity. The final output was a reliable and valid seven-factor 

(41-item) PSSQ, which was used in Investigation 2 to measure student success in seven key areas. 

Investigation 2 employed a longitudinal design enabling the assessment of variables at both singular 

and multiple points in time. Measurements were typically repeated twice and collected at three 

strategic time-points throughout Year-1. Data were mainly ascertained via Likert-type scales 

measuring predictor and outcome variables. Key predictor variables were those assessing TP and CS. 
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Outcome variables were categorised as those measuring student success, psychological ill-health 

and SWB, focusing primarily on current events occurring in the students’ lives. A small number of 

retrospective aspects were also established, where participants provided details of past events, 

including information regarding previous mental ill-health and prior academic performance. 

Additionally, most participants provided access to data succeeding the study, such as Year-1 grades. 

Some of the analysis was conducted at singular points in time, whilst the longitudinal analyses 

assessed change-over-time and the onset of psychological problems. No variables were 

manipulated, but statistical operations allocated participants to different groups based on scores 

from singular, combined or latent variables, for which quasi-experimental analyses were conducted. 

Investigation 3 was an IPA study using data gathered from semi-structured interviews with six 

Investigation 2 participants. An ideographic case study approach (Smith et al., 1999) was utilised, 

providing qualitative insights regarding the HE experience. The qualitative software package NVIVO 

10 (Richards & Richards, 2007) was used, supplying sophisticated analysis tools, including audio 

analysis and advanced data search techniques. A two-stage interpretation process was conducted. 

Initial annotations included summarising, paraphrasing, associations and preliminary interpretations 

(Smith & Osborn, 2007). Subsequently, the process of identifying themes and super-ordinate themes 

was applied. Investigation 3 aimed to provide detailed insights regarding the student experience, 

focusing on the areas of CS/TP (particularly BTP) and the Investigation 2 outcome variables.  

2.5. Next Chapter  

Chapter 3 covers Investigation 1(a) which explored student and staff perceptions of “student 

success” using QCA. It commences with a general literature review reflecting the current state of 

research in this area, leading to why a student view of success is important. This is followed by 

Methods, Analysis and Discussion sections. The multiple areas of success identified were 

subsequently used in the construction and development of the PSSQ, reported in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 3 

INVESTIGATION 1(a) - Defining Student Success:  

Areas Deemed Important by HE Students and Staff. 

 

3.1. Literature Review 

3.1.1. Academic Performance in HE 

A commonly investigated component of student success is academic performance (Ewell & 

Wellman, 2007). Traditionally determined by graded assessments, it typically includes formally 

evaluated work and examinations (Wilbrink, 1997). Such approaches are traced back to fourteenth 

century Germany where students were assigned to lower and higher classes using performance-

based ranking systems (Wilbrink). Whilst modern university assessments are more formal and 

standardised, they are still considered a preferential method of measuring student achievement 

(McIlroy, 2003; Dean, 1998). Additionally, coursework assessments have developed over the years 

into several recognised forms. These include (among others) formal essays, reports, practical 

assessments, presentations and dissertations (McIlroy), which are usually graded and collectively 

contribute to year performance, and ultimately to the level of degree qualification obtained.  

Amidst growing stringency regarding quality assurance procedures, academic success is often heavily 

ingrained in HEI policy (Morgan, 2012; Dean, 1998). It is commonly calculated as grades or degree 

classes (e.g. First, 2:1, 2:2, Third, Pass) in the UK and as Grade Point Average (GPA) or Cumulative 

Grade Point Average (CGPA) in the US (ranging from 0=fail to 5=excellent). Predictors of academic 

performance are used to screen students for selection purposes (Semper, 2008; Ridgell & Lounsbury, 

2004) and for implementing strategies for improving student achievement. Research investigating 

variables that predict academic success, typically examine average-grades, GPA, singular or 

combined course assessment scores (e.g. Sheard, 2009; O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007; Parker et al., 
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2005; Furnham et al., 2003; Summerfeldt, Hogan & Majeski, 2003; Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Busato, 

et al., 2000; Wiggins, Blackburn & Hackman, 1969; McManus, 2005).  

Two variables that frequently stand out as key predictors of undergraduate success are prior 

academic performance (e.g. secondary school grades) and academic ability/intelligence 

(Harackiewicz, et al., 2002). Willingham (1974) identified associations between these variables and 

academic success in 43 articles published between 1952 and 1972, suggesting they have had an 

enduring impact. More recent research has consistently identified similar outcomes (e.g. Covington, 

1992; Ting & Robinson, 1998; Keeling & Fleming, 2003; Willingham, Lewis, Morgan & Ramist, 1990; 

McManus, 2005). However, ability factors alone are not sufficient to account for individual 

differences in academic achievement (O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007) and researchers have 

investigated a series of other psychological avenues considered important to this outcome.  

The Big-Five personality traits (Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, 

Neuroticism: McCrae & Costa, 1997) are considered the dominant conceptualisation of personality 

in modern psychology (O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007). Usually measured by the Neuroticism-

Extraversion-Openness Inventory (NEO, ibid) (5-point Likert-type scale), certain traits have been 

found to predict academic success in HE. More specifically, conscientiousness, as measured by self-

report items pertaining to dutifulness, self-discipline and achievement striving, has been the most 

consistently identified, non-cognitive factor to positively relate to post-secondary academic 

performance. Additionally, extraversion (warmth, gregariousness, assertiveness and excitement-

seeking) has also shown smaller negative associations (ibid).  

Furnham et al. (2003) investigated these relationships using the NEO-PI-R (1990), among a 

predominately female undergraduate sample (N= 93). Whilst controlling for intelligence, 

conscientiousness positively correlated with GPA (r= .40) and contributed unique variance in 

regression models, when controlling for other predictors (e.g. cognitive ability, intelligence beliefs 

and sex). The higher levels of achievement striving, dutifulness, order and responsibility associated 
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with conscientiousness, were considered to result in a more vigorous application towards academic 

endeavours. Additionally, the higher levels of distractibility associated with extraverted 

personalities, were thought to explain the negative correlations between extraversion and GPA (r= -

.29). Comparable, but slightly smaller magnitude findings have been demonstrated on larger and 

more balanced samples (e.g. Busato et al., 2000). In a meta-analysis of 23 separate studies, 

O’Connor and Paunonen (2007) reported average relationships with academic success, for 

conscientiousness (r= .24) and extraversion (r= -.15). However, as mentioned previously, there is 

little scope for modifying personality to enhance academic success. 

Achievement-motivation (the desire to engage in achievement related behaviours) (Wigfield & 

Eccles, 2002) has also shown positive associations with academic performance (e.g. Busato et al., 

2000; Rigdell & Lounsbury, 2004; Andersson & Keith, 1997), although less consistently than 

personality traits. Achievement-motivation reflects a desire to accomplish goals and is associated 

with conscientiousness (Busato et al.). Therefore, its relationship with academic performance is 

conceptually understandable. Similarly, achievement-goals (work-mastery goals) have also been 

found to contribute to academic success (e.g. Harackiewicz, et al., 2002), and to a lesser extent, 

other psychological factors including emotional-intelligence (Parker et al., 2005). Additionally, a 

small body of evidence has indicated that CS (e.g. Lounsbury, et al., 2009) and TP orientations (e.g. 

Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) may also relate to academic performance in HE.  

Whilst the investigations discussed above have made valuable contributions to student success 

literature, they have focused on a narrow range of objective measurements pertaining to student 

success (i.e. GPA or grades). These variables constitute a definition of success, which is historically 

related to institutional values (Wilbrink, 1997), but only partly related to the views of modern 

students (e.g. Dean, 1998). Some authors argue that these variables relate more to the quality of an 

HEI, than to factors which are important to the students (e.g. Dean; Kuh et al., 2007). Individual 

differences between students’ academic ability may imply that measures of GPA have limitations as 
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predictors of personal success. For example, a student with high academic ability may underperform 

and achieve a low 2:1, whereas a less high achieving student may perform well and attain a high 2:2. 

Whilst academic ability can be controlled for, it may be advantageous to accompany grade 

measurements with an indication of how well a student perceived themselves to be performing. 

3.1.2. Student Retention and Attrition 

Another quantifiable measure of student success is student retention (Tinto, 2011). In other words, 

whether students remain on their course until they graduate, or whether they drop out prior to this. 

Retention also relates to university success. In an increasingly competitive market (Morgan, 2012) 

high student dropout rates do not equate to favourable statistics (Hall, 2011). In the US, about 20 

percent of universities graduate less than one-third of their, full-time degree students (Carey, 2004). 

Whilst, it is common to accumulate and transfer degree credit between several US institutions 

(Kroto, 2004), low graduation rates are considered a big concern (Carey). Non-completion rates 

differ substantially between UK institutions (Johnes & Taylor, 1989) and there are various influencing 

factors, including the student’s age, socioeconomic status and the type and level of the course (Hall). 

Tinto’s (1975) Interactionist model provides a dominant perspective for student retention/attrition 

(Kuh et al., 2006), which is centred on the concept of academic and social integration (Draper, 2008). 

Tinto (1993) proposed that students initially experience a separation phase, where they detach from 

previous academic and social groups (e.g. family members, school friends, classmates). A transitional 

period follows, where they learn the values and behaviours of new groups in which they seek 

membership (e.g. tuition group, sports group etc). Finally, they adopt the values and behaviours of 

their new group. Thus, students demonstrate academic and social integration, which leads to a 

commitment to the institution and persistence until graduation. Students who drop-out of university 

are thought to ineffectively separate themselves from their previous groups, or are unable to adopt 

the values of their new groups (Yorke & Longden, 2004).  
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However, the extent to which this model is relevant in modern UK Universities is unclear, as 

increasing numbers of students study nearer to their family homes to save money (Beckford, 2009). 

Such students would likely have more contact with their families and pre-university friends. Whilst 

this model provides a popular explanation for attrition, it is only modestly supported by empirical 

evidence (Kuh et al, 2006), which lacks consistency and tends not to consider alternative theoretical 

positions (Draper, 2008). Braxton and Lien (2000) have criticised the operational definitions of both 

academic and social integration as being methodologically flawed. Further, Kuh and Love (2000) 

have argued that the model may artificially separate academic and social experiences, which may all 

be part of a bigger social integration model. Nonetheless, despite criticisms of the model there is 

limited empirical evidence which directly challenges it (Draper). 

Lotkowski, Robbins & Noeth (2004) conducted a meta-analysis of data from 109 studies, identifying 

eleven academic and non-academic factors affecting student retention. The three strongest related 

factors were: academic-related skills (time management, good study skills and habits), academic self-

confidence, and academic goals (level of commitment to obtain a degree). Other moderately related 

areas were financial and social support, social involvement (the extent to which students felt socially 

connected to their peers) and level of confidence and satisfaction with the HEI. Various social/health 

factors also affect retention, including psychological difficulties (Fazio & Palm, 1998; Gallagher, 2007) 

and alcohol consumption (Pritchard & Wilson, 2003). University related factors can also play a 

significant role (Tinto, 2011). Universities that are committed to retaining their students and 

reducing dropout rates, tend to be those that succeed in this area (ibid). Also, HEIs that have higher 

expectations of their students (i.e. demand more work), tend to be the ones that retain them (ibid).  

The present investigation explored whether concepts such as retention and attrition would be 

considered key components of student success among HE students and staff. Additionally, as one of 

the several success variables measured in Investigation 2 of this research, attrition was partly 

assessed by establishing whether participants completed and passed Year-1. However, whilst 
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academic achievement, retention and completion rates offer quantifiable approaches to measuring 

student success, it is questionable whether these pertain to the aspirations of students (Dean, 1998). 

When considering the abundance of educational, social and career opportunities available to HE 

students, academic success and retention could be considered a narrow focus. Just as academic 

success is limited in its capacity to account for individual differences in ability, attrition and retention 

also have limitations. Retention implies that students are only successful when they graduate and 

does not consider the possibility of achieving success if they do not finish their course at a particular 

HEI, or drop-out (Tinto, 2011). For example, successful US entrepreneurs Steve Jobs (Blumenthal, 

2012) and Bill Gates (Aronson, 2009) both dropped out of university without graduating. 

3.1.3. Time for a Student Focused view of Success 

Success is an ambiguous term, which can elicit different meanings with respect to who uses it, and in 

what context (Dean, 1998). Often defined in dictionaries as achieving something desired, planned, or 

attempted (e.g. Farlex, 2001), success can also denote a high position in a particular field (i.e. career, 

sports etc: Sinclair, 2001). Media representations of success may refer to high-flying careers, 

amassing wealth, celebrity or social status. In such contexts, success could be considered a value-

loaded term. For example, entrepreneurs are often the subject of considerable media interest and 

have been presented as inspirational and successful people in popular UK television reality shows 

including: The Apprentice (Burnett, Trump & Bienstock, 2005) and Dragons Den (Lewens, 2005). 

Success has almost become a synonymous entity on its own, encapsulating the ‘ideal’ life-style that 

can be aspired to, and ultimately achieved. Indeed, success is frequently encouraged in popular 

psychology and self-help literature, teaching the reader various techniques for its attainment (e.g. 

Robbins, 2001; O’Connor, 2001). Modelling successful people is also a strategy commonly favoured 

in some self-help literature (e.g. Robbins). Therefore, the current investigation sought to add clarity 

as to what the successful student role-model would be like from the perspectives of students.  
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Success in terms of learning and motivation can be traced back to early behavioural research and 

cognitive theory (Hamilton & Ghatala, 1994). More recently, there have been several publications in 

the fields of applied and occupational psychology, exploring the construct in terms of career success 

(e.g. Bretz & Judge, 1994; Judge, Higgins, Thoresen & Barrick, 1999; Ng, Eby, Sorensen & Feldman, 

2005; Siebert, Crant & Cramer, 1999) and entrepreneurship (Parasuraman et al., 1996; Hornaday & 

Aboud, 1971). Career success has been operationalised in various ways. Bretz and Judge for 

example, examined salary and job level, whereas Judge et al. looked for associations 

between intrinsic success (job satisfaction) and extrinsic success (income and occupational status). 

Alongside salary and promotion, Siebert at al. used the 5-item Career-Satisfaction-Scale (Greenhaus, 

Parasuraman & Wormley, 1990) to identify that certain psychological phenomena (i.e. personality 

type) related to career success. Several researchers and authors have studied successful 

entrepreneurs in an attempt to ascertain the characteristics associated with such people (e.g. 

Bridge, 2005). Whilst student success experiences increasing popularity in the media and is 

marketed in numerous student help books (e.g. Hefferman, 1997), ways of measuring this construct, 

in the research examined, appear comparatively limited.  

3.1.4. Exploring Student Definitions of their Success 

Only a few studies were identified having examined students’ views of ‘student success’. Dean 

(1998) for example, conducted focus-groups with university staff and students to explore factors 

thought to be important to the construct. Both students and staff valued several additional areas 

alongside academic success. These included (among others) social success, self-esteem and 

happiness. Findings also revealed a discrepancy between how each party defined success. Students 

valued personal goals, social goals and involvement in extracurricular activities, whereas staff 

focused more on academic achievements. However, the views in this study only represented a small 

sample of students from one faculty, in one US University. Also, the research was published in 1998 

and current views may be different. Therefore, as a secondary line of inquiry, the current 
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investigation sought to compare student and staff definitions of success, to establish whether this 

pattern existed in a UK HEI. If student and staff views were at odds, then both parties may benefit 

from information regarding each other’s view of success.  

Zepke, Leach and Butler (2011) proposed that student success is often determined by the role they 

play in their university’s idea of success. It was also suggested that non-institutional factors including 

culture, family, employment and personal influences, had a moderate impact on students’ 

perceptions of their success. Relatedly, Braxton (2003) theorised that students perceived their 

success in terms of three general student goals, including: enrolment goals (the reasons why they 

are at university), academic experience goals (academic ambitions, typically gauged in terms of 

grades, learning or attendance) and social experience goals (success with the social relationships). 

These ideas suggest that the student conceptualisation of success likely encompasses non-academic 

areas. However, it was the current researcher’s contention that there may be other areas such as 

financial, health and fitness success, not accounted for by Braxton. Additionally, it was also 

considered that more specific individual goals may overlap with these three general ones.  

Despite an increasing emphasis on establishing the student voice, there appear to be no widely 

acknowledged research instruments for measuring success in areas that are important to students 

(e.g. social success or financial success). Unlike academic success, it is more challenging to measure 

the extent that students are pleased with, for example, their learning achievements (Kuh et al., 

2006). Student satisfaction surveys, including the Student Satisfaction Questionnaire (Lounsbury et 

al, 2005) and the Student University Satisfaction Scale (Hussain & Bhamani, 2012), represent a 

concept of increasing importance in HE. Several UK HEI League tables, including the Sunday Times 

University League Table and the Complete University Guide, use such surveys to help determine the 

rank of HEIs. Student satisfaction generally reflects a student’s appraisal of external aspects 

regarding their university experience, but also taps into elements associated with their success.  
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In accordance with Tinto’s (1975) Interactionalist model, the biggest contribution to student 

satisfaction is students’ perceptions of how supportive the college environment is to their academic 

and social needs (Kuh et al., 2006). Student satisfaction tends to be positively correlated with 

academic engagement and performance (Bean & Bradley, 1986). It covers many areas related to 

learning and teaching, but also encompasses areas of personal and career development, 

extracurricular activities and work placements (Kuh et al.). Whilst such surveys indicate areas that 

students find important in the HE experience, they generally merge personal aspects of success with 

satisfaction of external aspects related to HE, and may not necessarily reflect a student’s appraisal of 

their success. Whilst the areas of student success identified by Dean (1998) may be difficult to 

quantify, the field of student satisfaction demonstrates that student attitudes regarding similar 

constructs can be effectively measured by self-report scales. As students are increasingly seen as 

investors in their education (Morgan, 2012), their voice should be heard when defining a construct 

presented as something they should aspire to (Ewell & Wellman, 2007; Larose & Roy, 1991).  

This Investigation sought to identify factors that students considered to embody the construct of 

student success. No groups are more intimately involved in the experience of student success, than 

the students themselves and the faculty staff teaching them (Dean, 1998). Whilst it was considered 

that students may have a large range of areas in which they would like to achieve success, it was 

anticipated that they may share a smaller number of key areas. Identifying these areas would be 

particularly relevant in respect to the changing face of HE (e.g. tuition fee increases) and because 

students may not share the agendas of institutions, governments or researchers.  

3.2. Investigation 1(a)   

The aim of Investigation 1(a) was to identify the self-defined nature of student success, based on the 

views of students and staff from a UK university. Using a bottom-up approach, ‘student success’ was 

constructed from participants’ collective definitions. It was considered that an undergraduate’s 



 

34 
 

definition of success may change throughout their degree, so students from various stages of their 

studies were included. Utilising qualitative questionnaires, the following question was addressed:  

 What areas do student and staff participants associate with student success? 

In light of research by Dean (1998) a subsequent question was also proposed: 

 To what extent do staff and student definitions of the construct differ? 

3.3. Method  

3.3.1. Theoretical Background  

Due to the exploratory nature of this investigation, a qualitative approach was considered most 

appropriate. Whilst quantitative questionnaires were a possible alternative, such techniques would 

limit responses to categories previously identified. However, open-ended questionnaires are less 

restrictive, allowing participants the flexibility to answer as they choose. Although focus-groups and 

semi-structured interviews can provide richer and more detailed data, such depth was not 

considered imperative for exploring definitions of success. Furthermore, such techniques involve 

lengthy analysis procedures and it is usually only viable to recruit relatively few participants. Open-

ended (qualitative) questionnaires provide a moderate degree of depth, whilst keeping the data at a 

manageable enough size to be able to recruit a larger sample. 

CA is a widely employed analytical tool which can operate at both qualitative and quantitative levels 

(Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). Quantitative CA involves counting manifest textual elements (i.e. words 

and phrases), but is criticised for missing semantic and syntactic information embedded in the text 

(Weber, 1990; Zhang & Wildemuth). This problem is largely addressed with qualitative CA (QCA), 

which also allows greater freedom regarding sampling techniques and is not restricted by the need 

to ensure statistical validity (ibid). QCA can be deductive (theory driven) or inductive (data-driven) 

(Patton, 2002). As research exploring student/staff perspectives of success is scarce, and there is a 
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noted absence of the student voice (Dean, 1998), a data-driven approach was deemed most 

appropriate. Questionnaire data were therefore explored using a theoretically flexible, QCA (Zhang 

& Wildemuth). Whilst not essential in QCA, it was anticipated that the analysis would benefit from 

an indication as to the frequency of particular categories, in order to highlight the areas that 

participants felt were most important, and help eliminate less popular choices.  

3.3.2. Participants 

These were students (n= 39) and staff (n= 9) from a Post-92 University in England. Students were an 

opportunity sample (9 males; 30 females) studying various joint and single-honours psychology 

degrees. Students were aged between 18–30 years (M= 20.97, SD= 2.82); and from various ethnic 

backgrounds and all fluent in English. The sample partially consisted of first-year students (n=18), of 

whom 3 were male and 15 female, with ages ranging between 18 - 30 years (M= 19.83 SD= 2.71). 

These participants completed the questionnaires during compulsory Year-1 undergraduate seminars. 

The sample also included Year-2 students (n= 21), of whom 6 were male and 15 were female with 

ages ranging between 20 - 28 years (M= 21.95 SD= 2.60). These participants completed the 

qualitative questionnaire during a second year undergraduate lecture. 

Staff participants (4 male; 5 female) were a purposive sample of university employees, including 

counselling staff (n= 2), student support staff (n= 1) and teaching staff (n= 6). This combination was 

selected because various types of staff interact with students in different ways and for different 

reasons. Hence, it was anticipated a wider range of definitions could potentially be ascertained.  

3.3.3. Materials 

The qualitative questionnaires consisted of a cover sheet, debrief sheet (Appendix A) and response 

sheet (Appendix B). Student participants were presented with a printed version of the questionnaire 

and staff were provided with electronic versions of the same document. It was only possible to 

contact some staff via email, so the same approach was used for all staff for consistency reasons. 
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The cover and debrief sheet provided participants with information about the researcher, the study 

and their ethical rights. They also included instructions on how to complete the questionnaire.  

The response sheet consisted of three open-ended questions that required participants to define, 

explore and list the three most prominent areas they thought were important to ‘Student Success’. 

The questionnaire was designed by the researcher specifically for this investigation, and aimed to 

encourage participants to actively think about a variety of areas associated with the construct. 

Question 1 asked for a basic definition of “student success”. Question 2 encouraged participants to 

expand on this, by identifying separate areas which contributed to their definition. Question 3 

invited participants to identify three areas thought to be most important to the construct. By 

constructing the questions in this way, it was anticipated that participants would engage in a 

systematic process, allowing them to think deeply about student success and the individual factors 

that contributed to it. All student participants were introduced to the study using a PowerPoint 

presentation prior to completing the questionnaire (Appendix C). 

3.3.4. Procedure 

In accordance with the British Psychological Society’s Ethical Guidelines (2004), numerous 

considerations were implemented, and ethical approval was granted by the Faculty Research Ethics 

Committee. Participants were given a unique identity number and were not required to use their 

name or any other identifiable information. They were assured their contribution was voluntary and 

given the option to withdraw and have their data removed up until 27th March 2009 (see Appendix A 

for withdrawal instructions). All participants received written information about the project and how 

the data would be used (Appendix A). All paper and electronic information was securely stored and 

electronic questionnaires were sent from secure, password-protected PCs. 

The researcher provided five-minute PowerPoint presentations to student participants at the 

beginning of psychology lectures and seminars (Appendix C). Those choosing to participate 
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completed the questionnaire (Appendix B), taking approximately 10 - 15 minutes. Upon completion 

they were asked to detach and keep the cover and de-brief sheets. The 12 staff participants were 

contacted via emails with the questionnaire attached as an MS Word document. Nine staff 

completed it electronically and returned it to the researcher. The paper questionnaires completed 

by students were converted to MS Word documents, and all were imported into the qualitative 

software package NVIVO 10 (Richards & Richards, 2007) for analysis.  

3.3.5. Analytic Strategy 

Electronic questionnaire documents were organised into separate staff and student folders. 

Questionnaires were read through several times for data familiarisation purposes and initial notes 

were made. Coding schemes used in CA can be derived in three ways: directly from the data, from 

previous theories or from related studies (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). As there were limited 

previous theories, an inductive approach where categories were coded directly from raw data (Hsieh 

& Shannon, 2005) was used. However, as recommended by Weber (1990), quantitative procedures 

(i.e. counting words and phrases) were also used to assist in identifying qualitative categories.  

A preliminary analysis was conducted separately on student and staff questionnaires and all three 

questions were considered as one document and analysed together. An initial coding scheme 

organised data into academic and non-academic parent-nodes using the tree-node function, which is 

essentially a hierarchical categorising system (Bazeley, 2007). Unlike quantitative CA, QCA allows 

researchers to assign the same unit of data to more than one category (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). 

Therefore, in cases where a unit of meaning covered two categories, it would be assigned to both. In 

such cases the same extract was considered and counted separately for each category.   

Questionnaires were analysed in a sequential order and units of meaning were coded. Child nodes 

were created within the ‘academic’ and ‘non-academic’ parent nodes. During this process, nodes 

were continually refined, reorganised, renamed and on occasions split into two or more 
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subcategories within a child-node. Some of the participants specified the same concept more than 

once. In such instances, the number of times the concept was specified, was counted. NVIVO 10 

allows the dragging and dropping of categorical extracts into nodes and tree-nodes which could be 

organised and re-organised at the researchers’ discretion.  After initial categories were defined, a 

series of search words and terms were hypothesised for each one. These were then searched for 

throughout the entire dataset and any missed units of meaning were categorised.  

3.4. Analysis  

The analysis revealed that student and staff participants had similar ideas about what constituted 

student success. However, in terms of quantity, staff tended to refer more readily to ‘general 

academic success’ and ‘personal development’, whereas students tended to refer more to ‘general 

academic success’ and ‘learning and studying’. A key distinction was made between academic and 

non-academic areas by both students and staff participants. For example:  

Staff: “Discovering new areas of potential ‘success’ whether academic or personal”  

Student: “Both academic and life skills”.  

The constructs and definitions were integrated into eleven distinct categories, and one potential 

overarching category related to “student success”. The analysis therefore, identified twelve broad 

concepts (six academic, five non-academic and an overarching concept which could apply to both). 

Each concept contained a series of smaller components or subcategories. A thirteenth category was 

identified titled ‘other’. This was essentially a collection of coded information which was deemed 

irrelevant, vague or inappropriate (e.g. “Winning the game”). Table 3.1 below displays the six 

categories which were identified under the umbrella of academic success. These were: overall 

academic success, coursework success, examination success, success with learning and studying, 

successful approaches to the pragmatics of study, and motivation and enthusiasm. Below each 

category are the subcategories which constituted it. 
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Table 3.1.  
Academic Components of Student Success Identified by Students and Staff in Investigation 1(a)  

Success in Academic Areas Staff Students Total 

1 ) Overall Academic Success 
General academic success 
Achieve good overall education 
Good degree classification 
General good grades 
Better grades than others 
Get a degree 

16 
7 
2 
2 
4 
 
1 

58 
28 
- 
4 
19 
6 
1 

74 
35 
2 
6 
29 
6 
2 

2) Coursework Success 6 33 39 
General coursework success  2 5 7 
Coursework effort - 2 2 
Good organisation of coursework - 1 1 
Achieving good coursework grades  1 15 16 
Good grades in comparison to others - 2 2 
Doing  your-best with coursework 1 4 5 
Reading for coursework 1 2 3 
Learning from coursework 1 2 3 

3) Examination Success 3 27 30 
Examinations general 1 4 5 
Revising and studying for exams 1 3 4 
Achieving good exam results 1 11 12 
Better results than others - 3 3 
Performing well - 3 3 
Learning and understanding in reference to exams - 2 2 
Avoiding stress - 1 1 

4) Success with Learning and Studying 
Cognitive development 
Learning and understanding  
Gaining knowledge on course 
Developing skills & transferable skills 
Improvement 
Feedback 
Analytical skills 
Reading 
Writing 
General revising 
Working well in class 

15 
2 
6 
- 
2 
3 
1 
1 
- 
- 
1 
1 

43 
- 
13 
8 
5 
2 
1 
1 
6 
1 
1 
3 

58 
2 
19 
8 
7 
5 
2 
2 
6 
1 
2 
4 

5) Successful Approaches to the Pragmatics of Study 
Good organisation  
Attendance 
Punctuality  
Meeting deadlines 
Time management 

4 
- 
1 
- 
1 
2 

24 
3 
11 
1 
3 
8 

30 
3 
12 
1 
4 
10 

6) Motivation and Enthusiasm 
General motivation 
Remaining focused 
Working hard 
Learning enjoyment 
Being interested and enthusiastic 

4 
1 
- 
1 
1 
1 

12 
- 
1 
5 
1 
5 

16 
1 
1 
6 
2 
6 

NOTE: Qualitative Content Analysis was used    

 Emboldened numbers represent the combined number of component definitions for each category 
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Table 3.2 includes the 5 categories which were identified as constituting success in non-academic 

areas. These included: social/relationship success, career ambition and development, successful 

healthy living, personal development in non-academic areas and financial success. Section 11 in 

Table 3.2 denotes that some participants acknowledged that student success could be perceived in 

relation to other students, or in relation to personal expectations. This distinction was essentially an 

overarching category.  

 
Table 3.2. 
Non -Academic Components of Student Success Identified by Students and Staff in Investigation 1(a)  

Success in non-academic areas Staff Students Total 

7) Social/Relationship Success  7 27 34 
General good social life 4 9 13 
Good quality friendships relationships 2 4 6 
Involved in social events 1 5 6 
Lots of friends - 8 8 
Good  relationships with tutors - 1 1 

8) Career Ambition and Development  
Preparing for a career 
Developing skills for work 
Achieving a successful career 
Other (vague I.e. Jobs/career) 

6 
1 
5 
- 
- 

9 
2 
2 
3 
2 

15 
3 
7 
3 
2 

9) Healthy Living 
Good health 
Healthy and Balanced life 
Good physical health 
Good Psychological/Emotional health 
Keeping fit 

4 
1 
1 
- 
2 
- 

9 
2 
3 
1 
2 
1 

13 
3 
4 
1 
4 
1 

10) Personal and Self-Development in Non-Academic Areas 
Developing independence 
Responsibility 
Learning Life Skills 
Exceeding Personal Expectations 
Developing into a Better Person 
Personal development 
Psychological and Emotional Development 
Achieving Personal Goals 

23 
4 
- 
2 
6 
5 
2 
4 
- 

30 
1 
2 
2 
2 
10 
2 
8 
3 

53 
5 
2 
4 
8 
15 
4 
12 
3 

11) Perceived Success in Comparison to Others  4 11 15 
12) Financial Success 

Money management 
Being careful not to overspend 

2 
2 
- 

3 
1 
2 

5 
3 
2 

13) Other 4 10 14 

NOTE: Qualitative Content Analysis was used    
 Emboldened numbers represent the combined number of component definitions for each category 
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3.5. Discussion 

Investigation 1(a) involved the examination of qualitative questionnaire data using QCA, to explore 

the construct of student success in HE. The first research question focused on identifying areas that 

HE students and staff collectively associated with student success. The analysis indicated twelve 

specific areas, including six academic categories, five non-academic categories and an overarching 

component which could apply to all categories. An additional question concerned whether staff and 

student definitions of success differed. Results revealed a striking similarity between student and 

staff definitions. All twelve categories included components identified by both students and staff. 

In line with previous research and literature (e.g. Kuh et al., 2006; Dean, 1998; Braxton, 2003; Ewell 

& Wellman, 2007), participants collectively viewed ‘student success’ as a multifaceted construct, 

exceeding the narrow spectrum of academic achievement. Individually, many of the participants 

identified both academic and non-academic areas of success. This suggests that students have 

multiple goals associated with their university experience. However, much of the research exploring 

predictors of student success (e.g. Ridgell & Lonsbury, 2004; Summerfeldt et al., 2003; Parker et al., 

2005; Sheard, 2009) focuses on academic achievement or retention. Whilst the authors do not claim 

these to be the only avenues of student success, such variables dominate educational research 

concerning achievement in HE (Kuh et al.). The term ‘student success’ is promoted by many different 

parties in HE (Dean, 1998) and used heavily in the marketing and the promotion of HEIs. However, 

there is little research exploring predictors of success in other (non-academic) areas. Whilst student 

satisfaction research covers areas related to student success, tools for measuring these variables do 

not usually discriminate between personal success and satisfaction of the external aspects of HE.  

Dean (1998) and Braxton (2003) recognised that students have goals related to the social aspects of 

university life. This was evident in the current investigation, where social relationships were 

considered a key ingredient of student success. Dean concluded that students were more likely to 
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identify the importance of social success, whereas staff placed more emphasis on academic goals. In 

the present study, both students and staff identified social success as important. In light of Dean’s 

research, this similarity was encouraging. The staff in the current sample may have been more 

attuned to the student voice because of the changing face of HE in Britain, and the growing 

emphasis on students as ‘educational consumers’ (Morgan, 2012). This has resulted in universities 

placing more emphasis on the student experience as a whole (Molesworth et al., 2011). Also, 

student well-being is prominent on HE agendas, due to increasing levels of psychological ill-health 

among students (McCrea, 2009). Inadequate social relationships and isolation can be detrimental to 

student well-being (Callender et al., 2011). Furthermore, social integration is an important 

component of retention in Tinto’s (1975) Interactionalist model. Research exploring social success in 

HE may provide explanations for a variety of problems associated with the student experience (i.e. 

depression, anxiety, and drop-out). However, at present, there does not appear to be a specific 

measure to assess the social success at university. 

With increasing costs of living and rising tuition fees (Alley & Smith, 2004), many UK students are 

concerned about the financial strains of studying (Kershaw, 2012; Baty, 2012). The ability to manage 

money and control expenditure is of vital importance. Financial difficulties have been found to have 

a detrimental effect on student well-being and have been associated with psychological difficulties 

(Andrews & Wilding, 2004; Callender et al., 2011). Both student and staff participants highlighted 

that financial success could be an important aspect of the HE experience. However, financial 

management and financial circumstances reflect two different avenues. Some students may have 

extensive financial support from their families or from previous acquisitions of wealth, whereas 

others may have relatively limited resources. To avoid this possible confounding element, the scale 

developed in Investigation 1(b) measured financial success in terms of financial management and 

not financial circumstances. 
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Personal development was also identified as an important component of success, by students and 

staff in the current study. Sub-categories within this section ranged from specific goals (e.g. 

‘developing independence’ and ‘responsibility’), to the broader outcome of ‘developing into a better 

person’. This finding supports research by Dean (1998), whose student participants identified this 

area of success. They also expressed that personal development difficulties were a potential barrier 

to student success. In a large scale review, Kuh et al. (2006) provided further information to support 

the notion that personal development is an important attribute of student success. Many UK HEIs, 

recognise this and actively encourage personal development planning among their students. It is 

often recognised as a tool geared towards employability, which helps students to think about the 

skills and experience they will need to grow and succeed in their future careers. Also, many student 

counselling services offer life-coaching services to help students develop in these areas.  

Various forms of academic success were uncovered in the current investigation. Whilst conventional 

areas of academic success were highlighted (i.e. grades, coursework success, examination success 

etc), other categories were also identified (learning, punctuality, motivation and enthusiasm). This 

implies that grades or GPA may not provide a sufficient measure of academic success. As Dean 

(1998) points out, GPA constitutes a variable more associated with university success and not 

necessarily the perceptions of success held by the individual students. A more detailed measure of 

academic success which covers multiple areas could make valuable contributions to future research.  

The current findings suggest that a multifaceted definition of student success may be more in line 

with the aspirations of HE students. However, whilst this study identified a range of areas 

contributing to the construct, it should be acknowledged that the definitions reflected the views of a 

relatively small sample of predominately psychology students from just one UK University. Whilst 

psychology students could be considered expert participants in such investigations, their views may 

not be fully representative of the student population. It would therefore be useful for future 

researchers to investigate student success among a more diverse sample of students from several 
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courses and HEIs. However, the purpose of this investigation was to establish definitions of student 

success for use in the construction of a questionnaire to measure success in these areas. As the 

questionnaire was administered to psychology students in other parts of this research, it may be 

appropriate that similar students helped to define the construct. Additionally, the data tended to 

reach a point of saturation throughout the analysis, where the researcher was not observing any 

new categories. This suggested that the sample-size was sufficient to encapsulate the concept of 

student success among participants representative of this sample. Also, other studies (e.g. Dean, 

1998) exploring similar constructs, identified comparable categories within their samples.  

The idea of becoming successful is a notion of increasing popularity in the media. The quest for its 

attainment has spawned a vast array of commercial products and services made available to those 

seeking its fortitude. However, such services and products reflect an awareness of the areas in which 

people hope to achieve success (e.g. Robbins, 2001.). It is therefore the contention of the current 

researcher, that the concept of student success should be expanded to include areas important to 

students. It would be of academic interest to replicate studies assessing grades and retention, but 

also to explore these other newly identified areas of student success.  

3.6. Next Chapter 

The next chapter provides coverage of a series of analyses involving the construction, development 

and refinement of a Likert-type scale designed to measure student perceptions of their success in 

the key areas identified in Investigation 1(a). The Perceptions of Student Success Questionnaire 

(PSSQ) represents a unique venture to provide a quantitative measuring instrument to measure 

success in HE. Whilst the PSSQ was primarily designed for use in the current research programme, it 

may also provide a valuable addition for subsequent research. 

  



 

45 
 

Chapter 4 

Investigation 1(b) Measuring Student Success:  

The Development of a Valid and Reliable Self -Assessment Tool. 

4.1. Likert-Scales in Psychological Research 

Likert-type scales are a specific form of closed-ended (quantitative) questionnaire, commonly 

favoured in psychology (Pennington, Gillen & Hill, 1999). They allow researchers to obtain relatively 

precise measurements of complex phenomena such as abilities, propensities, opinions and attitudes 

(Robson, 1993). The data obtained from such scales are often (but not always) treated as interval 

(Kaptein, Nass & Markopoulos, 2010; Carifio & Perla, 2008), allowing for examination using 

parametric statistics to test hypotheses, assess relationships and make generalisations between 

samples and populations. Likert–type scales use positively and negatively worded statements (scale-

items) accompanied by a numeric scale (usually a 5 or 7 point scale). Participants indicate their 

agreement/disagreement to each item by selecting a number on the scale. To assess student 

perceptions of their success as accurately as possible, a Likert-type scale questionnaire was 

considered the most feasible option. Once refined and developed, it would provide a platform for 

measuring success, similar to the other questionnaires used in Investigation 2.  

4.1.2. Considerations for Developing a Likert-Type Scale 

Likert (1932 as cited in Carifio & Perla, 2007) initially postulated a 5-point response format, using a 

continuum anchored with the following labels: (5) “Strongly agree”, (4) “agree”, (3) 

“neutral/undecided”, (2) “disagree” and (1) “strongly disagree”. More recently, 7, 9 and 10-point 

scales have also become popular in social research (ibid). When an odd number of points are used, 

respondents can select a middle value representing an undecided or neutral position. Conversely, an 

even number of points forces respondents to reflect either a positive or negative attitude. The PSSQ, 
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adopted a five-point scale, allowing students to make a neutral responses to items. It was feasible 

that neutral responses may have been relevant to PSSQ items. Additionally, a five-point scale was in 

line with other questionnaires used throughout Investigation 2 (e.g. ZTPI, VIA-IS and PANAS). 

The PSSQ was intended to be of sufficient length to cover the 12 success areas identified in 

Investigation 1(a), but kept as concise as possible, so respondents would remain attentive when 

completing it. Initially, all 12 areas were to be included, each warranting its own section. However, 

the first Investigation 1(a) category was “Overall Academic Success”, consisting of sub-categories 

pertaining to degree classification and good grades. These areas were considered inappropriate to 

include in the measure, as first-year students would be unable to provide an insight of their degree-

classification. Additionally, “Overall Academic Success” was not entirely distinct from the other 

academic PSSQ categories. Therefore, overlapping concepts identified within this category were 

incorporated into the other academic success subsections, thus, avoiding the danger of repetition.  

Investigation 1(a) revealed that students may define success in relation to either their personal 

expectations, or in comparison to other students. If the PSSQ measured success in relation to others, 

individual differences in ability may influence participants’ evaluations. Therefore, the PSSQ was 

primarily designed to measure success in relation to personal expectations, but also included an 

additional section relating to success in comparison to others.  

4.1.3.  Internal Consistency 

The internal consistency of a scale reflects the extent to which its items measure similar constructs 

(Howitt & Cramer, 2008). Throughout this investigation, internal consistency was assessed on 

multiple occasions and used for two levels of analysis: Firstly, for assessing how well all scale items 

related to the total scale score; representing the degree to which all items reflected an overall 

measure of student success. Secondly, for computing how well individual items in each sub-
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section/factor, related to the overall sub-section score. Cronbach’s Alpha is generally considered the 

best method for this analysis (Howitt & Cramer), as it is not affected by the order in which items are 

entered. It measures the extent to which the variables in a scale are consistent with each other, by 

averaging all possible split-half correlations (Field, 2009). An alpha coefficient ranges from between 

0 and 1 (Gliem & Gliem, 2003), but there is some disagreement regarding the appropriate value to 

demonstrate acceptable internal consistency. A more in-depth review regarding this debate is 

presented in Appendix D. Essentially, the PSSQ total score would likely demonstrate an artificially 

inflated alpha because it is sensitive to the number of items in the scale (ibid). Therefore, based on 

Gliem & Gliem’s suggestion, it was desirable that an alpha value of > .8 was achieved. However, 

when assessing the smaller subsections, George and Mallery’s (2007) rule was applied: >.9 = 

Excellent, >.8 = Good, >.7 = Acceptable, >.6 = Questionable, >.5 = Poor, and <.5 = Unacceptable. 

In SPSS, the Cronbach’s alpha option offers a choice to perform item-analysis. This procedure 

demonstrates the impact upon the alpha value, when individual items are removed (Pallant, 2010). 

It is often used to identify and remove problematic or conceptually erroneous scale-items (Field, 

2009). When assessing alpha values of the PSSQ total, this option was not used because it was 

unlikely the PSSQ would be uni-dimensional and instead predicted as multi-factorial in nature. 

However, item-analysis was utilised on the individual PSSQ subsections, components and factors.  

4.1.4. Test-Retest Reliability 

Test-retest reliability assesses the stability of a psychological scale over time (Brace et al., 2006). It is 

calculated by correlating the scores (subsections or scale total) of a test administered to the same 

group of participants on two separate occasions (Pallant, 2010). Responses correlating highly are 

presumed to reflect stability (Carmines & Zeller, 1994). However, some scales measure more stable 

constructs than others. For example, within-participant responses to a scale measuring current 
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mood would likely change over the course of a few weeks, yielding a lower test-retest coefficient 

than a measure pertaining to more stable constructs such as personality (Pallant; Field, 2009).  

The time taken between administrations can affect the test-retest coefficient. A more detailed 

review of this is also presented in Appendix D. In summary, the coefficient is inversely related to the 

time between the first administration and retest (Straus, Sherman & Spreen, 2006). The time-

duration for psychological scale development is often interpreted by the nature of the construct 

being measured (Parsian & Dunning, 2009). The data used for test-retest analysis in the current 

study were taken from Investigation 2, the methodology for which, required approximately 10 

weeks between test and retest. It was envisaged that the constructs measured by the PSSQ may vary 

within individuals over that time. However, the following ‘general guide’ for evaluating test-retest 

scores for psychological tests was implemented: >.90 = very high, >.80 = high, >.70 = adequate, >.60 

= marginal <.59 = low (Straus et al., 2006). The PSSQ was designed to provide a snap-shot of success 

at a particular point in time. Therefore, it was predicted that its stability may be relatively low. 

However, test-retest reliability would provide valuable insights into the nature of the constructs 

measured. Low test-retest reliability may indicate that self-perceptions of success vary considerably 

within students throughout their undergraduate programme. However, high test-retest scores may 

indicate more stable underlying components associated with perceptions of success. Test-retest 

reliability was conducted upon the PSSQ total score and separately on the factors and subsections.  

4.1.5. Aims and Objectives 

Factor Analysis (FA) is a widely misused procedure (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) and its use in scale 

development is often problematic and open to criticism (Kline, 1994). It was an ambition of this 

investigation, not to join these ranks. Therefore, several analyses were conducted in a thorough and 

systematic way, representing a journey from a 76-item, ten-category questionnaire to a reliable and 

valid 41-item, seven-factor PSSQ which was superior in confirmatory analysis to alternative models. 
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Firstly, a ten-subsection PSSQ scale was developed using data from Investigation 1(a) (see Section 

4.2. below). This was piloted on a small sample of participants and test-retest reliability and internal 

consistency were assessed on two larger samples. Second, the scale items were subjected to 

exploratory FA to assess how they grouped together. Three statistically valid factor models were 

produced and examined alongside the original ten-subsection model on a subsequent sample, using 

confirmatory FA; the best fitting model was selected. Throughout the course of this investigation, 

the following three research questions were considered: (1) Do the PSSQ items measure the ten 

individual areas for which they were conceived, or is there a more optimal underlying structure? (2) 

To what extent are the PSSQ items homogenous to the subsection/factor and scale they belong to? 

(3) To what extent do the PSSQ total and the individual subscale scores remain stable over time 

among a student sample with an acceptable degree of statistical reliability? The section below 

documents the process of item development using data from Investigation 1(a). 

4.2. PSSQ Item Development 

4.2.1. Coursework Success 

Investigation 1(a) participants made frequent references (39) to coursework success. When asked to 

stipulate three key ingredients of student success, coursework was the 5th most frequently cited by 

students (n= 8). This PSSQ category was assigned to formally assessed university work, but not 

examinations. The qualitative reflections of coursework success from Investigation 1(a) were 

regularly accompanied by expressions of exam success (e.g. “Doing your best in coursework and 

exams”). However, these areas require different approaches to achieve success. During an 

examination, students answer set-questions within a strict time-limit, usually from memory and 

without access to reference material. With coursework, students typically produce a document in 

their own time (e.g. essay, assignment or report), with minimal restrictions regarding reference 

material and more liberal deadlines spread across the academic calendar (McGee, 2010).  
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The coursework success scale-items were designed to account for all types of assessed work, except 

for examinations. Investigation 1(a) provided six avenues to assist in item construction: coursework-

effort, organisation, quality of coursework, achieving good grades, wide-reading (preparation) and 

learning. The notion of coursework success was expressed in relation to others (e.g. “Getting higher, 

or more than average grades and marks in assignments”) and in relation to personal expectations 

(e.g. “Coursework, essays - giving your best”). All PSSQ sections were envisaged to measure success 

relative to personal expectations and a separate section would assess success in comparison to 

others. The following eight items were constructed in conjunction with Investigation 1(a) findings. 

Four were positively worded and four negatively worded and post-fixed with (R): 

C1. Overall, the coursework I have produced has been a personal success 

C2. The quality of my finished coursework has not been as successful as it should be(R) 

C3. My coursework grades have not been as good as I had expected(R) 

C4. The effort I have put into my coursework has been a personal success 

C5. I successfully prepare myself for the coursework by widely reading around the subject 

C6. My organisation of my coursework has not been as good as I had hoped for(R) 

C7. My coursework demonstrates a good understanding of the subject 

C8. I do not learn much from doing coursework(R) 

Items C1 and C2 were formulated as marker variables for sub-section to provide a general reflection 

of any impending coursework success factor (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Thus, they were designed 

to establish holistic measurements the construct, focusing on the overall coursework process and 

resulting product. C2 was reversed and anticipated to assess perceptions of finished coursework 

quality, whereas C1 aimed to assess the overall process and outcome. C3 focused on success 

regarding coursework grades; a prominent qualitative category in investigation 1(a). Additionally, a 

student may be pleased with their coursework quality, but not with their grade. These concepts 

were therefore separated in this section. C4 and C5 were constructed to measure the effort and 
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preparation put into coursework, with reading being a feature in Investigation 1(a). ‘Wide reading’ 

identified in Investigation 1(a) encapsulates a key area of preparation required for a successful piece 

of coursework (Gross & Humphreys, 1993). Items C6, C7 and C8 assessed the organisation and 

learning achieved form the coursework process, with both areas featuring in Investigation 1(a).  

4.2.2. Examination Success  

When students from Investigation 1(a) specified three areas they felt were important to student 

success, “examination success” was the 4th most commonly expressed (n= 9). Five areas within exam 

success were identified including: achieving good grades, revision/preparation, learning and 

understanding, general exam performance and avoiding stress. Examinations often require a set of 

approaches different to those for coursework (Heffernan, 1997). These differences are particularly 

evident regarding preparation, which usually accounts for the quality and quantity of revision carried 

out before an exam. Below are two positively worded items and four negatively worded items:  

E1. I never do as much revision as I would like for my exams(R) 

E2. I am pleased with the quality of my revision 

E3. Overall, I am unsuccessful at exams in comparison to my own standards(R) 

E4. My exam grades have fallen short of my personal expectations(R) 

E5. Nerves and exam stress hinder my performance(R) 

E6. My understanding of the subject expands through the process of revising and taking exams 

Items E1 and E2 aimed to assess the quality and quantity of revision done in preparation for 

examinations. As there are numerous approaches to revision (Heffernan, 1997), often tailored by 

students to suit students’ learning styles (Griffin, 2012), these were kept as general to revision as 

possible. E3 and E4 were devised to measure success regarding overall exam performance and 

grade; the two most frequently referred-to examination success areas in Investigation 1(a). E3 was 

technically a marker variable to provide an overall perception of exam success. E5 was based on 
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avoiding exam-stress which was expressed by a student in Investigation 1(a) (e.g. “To pass exams 

without struggles or stresses”) and considered an important PSSQ inclusion. This was interpreted as 

reflecting exam-stress/test-anxiety; a recognised barrier to exam performance in HE (e.g. Faelling, 

2010; Cassady & Johnson, 2002; Elliot & McGregor, 1999). Finally, E6 addressed the extent to which 

learning and understanding developed throughout the examination process. 

4.2.3. Success with Learning and Studying  

Investigation 1(a) participants provided 58 qualitative descriptions indicating a general learning 

component was important to student success (e.g. Student: “learning and understanding the work is 

as important as the grades”). Participants also made references to developing learning skills (e.g. 

Student: “... and acquiring learning skills”). Despite the potential for conceptual overlap with other 

academic sub-sections (I.e. coursework and examination success), general learning was a frequently 

acknowledged construct and was assigned to an independent sub-section of the PSSQ. To reduce 

conceptual overlap, items were constructed to assess generic learning and studying aspects which 

were not specific to the various types of coursework or exams. It was conceived that the FA process 

would establish the underlying structures in the data and item-groupings could be adjusted 

accordingly (Pallant, 2010). The qualitative components of learning and studying from Investigation 

1(a) were used in conjunction with already existing literature (e.g. Collins & Kneale, 2000; Heffernan, 

1997) to develop the following seven items (4 positively-worded and 3 negatively-worded):  

L1. I have not learned as much as I should have on my course(R) 

L2. I am unhappy with my ability to understand the material(R) 

L3. I have acquired many transferable skills through my learning 

L4. My analytical skills are developing successfully 

L5. I have learned to use specific study skills that work effectively for me 

L6. I do not read enough material for my course(R) 

L7. I actively use feedback to learn how to improve 
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L1 and L5 were constructed as marker variables for this sub-section, with L1 assessing general 

learning and L5 assessing the acquisition of general learning skills (Gibbs, 1992). ‘Understanding the 

work’ featured in Investigation 1(a), and item L2 endeavoured to ascertain how successful the 

student was at doing this. Several generic and transferable study skills were identified in 

Investigation 1(a) as being important to this category. L3, L4, L5, L6 and L7 aimed to assess how 

successful students were regarding such skills. L3 focused on the acquisition of transferable skills. L4 

focused on the development of analytical skills, generally considered a key component of 

undergraduate study (Collins & Kneale, 2000; Heffernan, 1997). L6 was designed to assess wide 

reading and reviewing of material, whereas L7 aimed to measure the extent students were using 

feedback to improve. Wide reading (Gross & Humphreys, 1993) and using feedback to improve 

(Black & William, 1998; Higgins et al., 2002; Gross & Humphreys) are considered fundamental 

components to successful learning in HE.  

4.2.4. Successful Approaches to the Practical Aspects of Study 

Organisation, time-management, punctuality and attendance were other key success areas 

identified participants in Investigation 1(a). Organisation and time-management are considered 

important to successful studying (Collins & Kneale, 2000; Gibbs, 1992) and positive correlational 

relationships have been found between attendance and grades (Silvestri, 2003; Hammen & Kelland, 

1994). These four areas differ from learning or studying, and may be viewed as a series of good 

habits for fostering academic success. Hence, throughout Investigation 1(a) and for this sub-section 

of the PSSQ, these variables were grouped together under the theme of the ‘practical aspects of 

studying’. It was considered that these four areas may differ and be relatively independent of one 

another, or may overlap with each other. Additionally, the boundaries of this section may overlap 

with the learning and studying items about study skills. Whilst it was expected that FA would group 

items accordingly, attempts were made to minimise conceptual overlap between other sections 

whilst staying focused on the key areas. This was the largest PSSQ section comprising ten items: 
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P1.   I am successful at organising my university work 

P2.   My University work is incredibly disorganised (R) 

P3.   I structure my work around a strict time schedule  

P4.   I spend a great deal of my time doing other things, when I should be doing my University work 

P5.   I rarely get my work done on time (R) 

P6.   Whenever possible I always hand my work in on time 

P7.   Whenever possible, my attendance on the course has been a personal success 

P8.   I do not need to attend my lectures (R) 

P9.   I often arrive late for my lectures (R) 

P10. My punctuality has been a success 

P1 and P2 focused on organisation but were related directly to academic work. P3, P4, P5, P6 were 

designed to measure time-management regarding university work and how successful the student 

felt they were regarding meeting deadlines. P7 focused generally on course attendance whereas P8 

was more specific and focused on attitude towards attendance. Finally, P9 and P10 focused on the 

students’ perceptions of their success with regard to punctuality. Five of these items were reversed 

scored (P2, P4, P5, P8, P9), but due to the various constructs assessed in this category, overall 

marker variables were not logistically feasible. 

4.2.5. Motivation, Enthusiasm and Self-Discipline  

Motivation and enthusiasm are frequently associated components of self-discipline and will-power 

(Baumeister & Tierney, 2011). In Investigation 1(a), these components were expressed together (e.g 

student: “Some students want to achieve higher grades, while others are motivated and disciplined 

to achieve other goals, so it depends”). These items were grouped together as a section in the PSSQ. 

In hindsight, this may have been a slightly naive decision as motivation and enthusiasm tend to be 

affective components, whereas self-discipline may be considered a cognitive skill more associated 

with learning success. However, it was considered that any anomalies could be identified and 
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corrected by FA. This sub-section aimed to assess the motivation, enthusiasm and self-discipline the 

student has towards their course, academic work and studying. The following six items were 

generated to assess this area, using three positively worded and three negatively worded items: 

M1.    I am not very motivated to study(R) 

M2.    I am fully motivated to succeed on my course 

M3.    If I lose my motivation, I find it easy to get it back 

M4.    I lack self-discipline(R) 

M5.    I find it difficult to discipline myself to work, and usually opt for more pleasurable options(R) 

M6.    I am a self-disciplined person 

Items M1, M2 and M3 focussed on assessing motivation and enthusiasm towards the course and 

studying. Due to the variable nature of motivation (Kauffman & Husman, 2004; Phalet, et al., 2004), 

M3 focused on the whether the participant was able to regain lost motivation. Items M4, M5 and 

M6 assessed general and work-focused self-discipline.  

4.2.6. Social Relationship Success 

Research has identified that students consider the social experience at university to be an important 

aspect of student success (Dean, 1998). Among the student participants in Investigation 1(a), social 

success was the second most frequently identified concept (n= 13). Whilst not as frequently cited 

among the staff, they referred to it as an important concept. The social component represents a key 

aspect of the university experience (Collins & Kneale, 2000) and social relations can act as a buffer to 

psychological adversity during times of high stress (Cohen & Hoberman, 2006) and can result in 

positive emotions among university students (Waugh & Fredrickson, 2006). Social relationships at 

University may not just be with peers, but may also with university staff. The six items below focused 

on how successful students felt they had been with regard to social relationships with peers, tutors 

and how active they felt they had been in relation to social events:  
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S1. My social life at university is a success 

S2. I find it difficult to make friends(R) 

S3. The quality of my friendships/relationships is good 

S4. I have the ability to form good relationships with my tutors 

S5. I am actively involved in many social events 

S6. People tend to avoid me(R) 

Four items were worded positively and two negatively. S1 was constructed as a broad/general item, 

anticipated as a marker variable for any potential social success factor established. The other items 

were more specific and focused on the main areas of social relationship success identified in 

Investigation 1(a). Making new friends was represented by S2, friendship quality (S3), relationships 

with tutors (S4), social events (S5) and perceived popularity (S6).  

4.2.7. Career Ambition and Development 

A university degree is considered an important step into a particular career or avenue of 

employment (Collins & Kneale, 2000). Career ambition and development was identified in 

Investigation 1(a) as key component of student success (e.g. “attaining the skills and qualifications 

required for their chosen post university course/job/life”). Both staff and students indicated its 

importance and three qualitative categories arose from the data. These were: (i) Career focus and 

preparation, (ii) Developing skills for work and (iii) achieving a successful career. The following six 

PSSQ items were based on these three areas of career success (4 positive & 2 negative): 

CA1. I am career orientated 

CA2. I am actively preparing myself for a career 

CA3. I live day to day and do not really have many plans for my future(R) 

CA4. I am developing skills which will help my career 

CA5. I do not tend to be very career focused(R) 

CA6. My degree is an important step to me accomplishing my career goals and dreams 
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CA1 and CA5 were formulated as marker variables to measure general career success. CA2 was a 

general scale-item focusing on career preparation. CA3 and CA5 were developed to measure ‘career 

focus’, whereas CA4 was more specific to the development of career skills. Finally, CA6 was 

developed to assess career ambition and desire.  

4.2.8. Successful Healthy Living 

Good health is a key ingredient to well-being (Taylor, 1995). An individual’s subjective perception of 

their health may be more important than their objective health (Seligman, 2003). Both staff and 

students in Investigation 1(a) referred to health as an important factor of student success (e.g. 

“Personal health – making it through academic life without being ill or stressed”). Both psychological 

and physical-health were grouped within this category, in order to represent an overall perception of 

healthy living. Whilst poor health may be an ongoing concern for some students, managing health is 

something that most students can do, with varied degrees of success. The items in this section were 

worded to assess the successful management of physical and psychological health, as opposed to 

measuring the presence and extent of physical or psychological conditions. Six items were generated 

for this PSSQ category (Four positively and two negatively worded): 

H1. I am successful at taking care of my physical health 

H2. I struggle managing my psychological health (R) 

H3. I am in control of my emotional well-being 

H4. I take regular exercise 

H5. When possible I eat a balanced diet 

H6. I do not give my health the attention it deserves (R) 

H1 and H2 were anticipated as marker variables assessing general physical and psychological health 

management. H3 was focused on measuring the successful management of emotional well-being. 



 

58 
 

H4 and H5 were developed to assess how successful students were in adopting healthy lifestyle 

habits. Finally, item H6 was a general health related item for assessing health focus. 

4.2.9. Personal Development 

With full-time undergraduate degrees usually lasting a minimum of three years, a student’s personal 

development goals will likely change throughout the course of their programme (Collins & Kneale, 

2000). Personal development may refer to goals which help craft an individual into the person they 

want to become. Whilst such goals may differ between students and may encompass areas 

measured elsewhere in the PSSQ, Investigation 1(a) highlighted that personal development was an 

important aspect of student success. Given the somewhat elusive nature of this category and 

potential for diverse individual differences, the items focused on general personal development. 

PD1. I successfully set and achieve personal goals 

PD2. My personal development has not been as successful as I had expected (R) 

PD3. I am a better person now then I was when I started my course 

PD4. I am developing into a resourceful, confident and rounded person 

PD5. My personal achievements have not been a success(R) 

PD6. I am always discovering new things about myself 

The above consisted of four positively worded and two negatively worded items assessing personal 

development. PD1 focused on goal achievement, whilst PD2 and PD5 were general items pertaining 

to personal development/achievements. PD3 and PD4 focused on the personal development 

journey. PD6 was inspired by a quote from Investigation 1(a) “A journey of self discovery”.  

4.2.10. Financial Success 

UCAS stated that University may be one of the largest financial investments a person will make 

(Russell, nd). Many students take out loans and/or acquire part-time jobs to assist with living costs 
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and tuition fees (Bolton, 2013). Financial difficulties among students can contribute to problems 

including psychological ill-health (Andrews & Wilding, 2004). Investigation 1(a) participants made 

five references to financial success. A key consideration when developing this section was the 

potential to discriminate between wealthy and poorer students. Some students receive financial 

support from third parties, family, or from previous financial gains. Such individuals may afford to be 

less conservative with their spending. Therefore, the five scale-items below were designed to not 

discriminate between rich/poor students. They focused on success in terms of management and 

budgeting, but not financial circumstances (two worded positively and three worded negatively): 

F1. I am successful at managing my finances 

F2. I am terrible at looking after my money(R) 

F3. Irrespective of how much money I have I can always budget to make it last 

F4. I always seem to spend, without thinking about the financial consequences(R) 

F5. Lack of money is a big concern for me 

Investigation 1(a) participants did not provide extensive coverage of financial success and only really 

referred to money management and budgeting skills. F1 and F2 assessed money management and 

F3 and F4 were focused on budgeting and control of spending. F5 focused on financial concern.  

4.2.11. Success in Comparison to Others 

This final subsection differed from the above, as it focused on the way success could be perceived as 

opposed to a specific area where it could be achieved. This distinction was evident in the language 

participants used when describing success in Investigation 1(a). Some participants described success 

in relation to their personal expectations (e.g. Student: “A sense of achievement for the student, they 

have to feel successful in themselves”), whereas others used language to suggest they were defining 

success in relation to others (e.g. Student “Getting higher, or more than average grades in exams 

and assignments”). This distinction was viewed as a potential overarching category, although it was 
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not evident in every section throughout Investigation 1(a). However, such a distinction could, in 

theory, be applied to all of the other PSSQ categories. The rationale underlying the inclusion of this 

subsection was that students could perceive themselves as being successful in relation to their own 

standards, but not in relation to the success of other students. The nine items in this section were 

therefore constructed to assess success in relation to others, whilst focusing the constructs from the 

other sections. Five of these items were positively worded, whereas four were negatively worded: 

O1.  Generally I am not as successful as my friends(R) 

O2.  Compared to other students on my course, I think my coursework grades have been a failure 

O3.  I am less motivated with University work than other students(R) 

O4.  Generally, my social life has been more successful than other students 

O5.  In comparison to other students, I think my personal development is more successful 

O6.  I am generally not as mentally and physically healthy as my friends(R) 

O7.  I am more career focused than other students 

O8.  Other students seem to manage their finances better than I do(R) 

O9.  I do not seem to enjoy studying as much as other students(R)   

Item O1 was constructed as marker variable for this section. The following eight items (O2 - O9) 

were designed to cover the areas identified in the ten subsections above. At this point in the PSSQ 

construction, it was inappropriate to include examination success in this version of the questionnaire 

because the students had not taken their examinations at the time of the first piloting. Therefore, an 

examination item was not included in this section. 

4.3. Preliminary Analysis for Original 10-Category Model 

Analyses were conducted for the original ten-subsection PSSQ model reported above. This was 

considered the purest model regarding its direct association with Investigation 1(a) data, and thus, 

possibly most in line with student and staff perceptions of success. The refined version of this model 
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was tested alongside the subsequent factor models using confirmatory FA. Examination success 

items were not included in any of the analyses because participants had not completed any exams at 

the time of data collection. Instead, Examination success was treated as a separate scale which was 

anticipated to be developed into the PSSQ as an avenue of further investigation after this 

programme of research (See Appendix L). Three analyses for the remaining 10 category model are 

reported in Appendix E and summarised here. These were: a small scale pilot to assess item clarity 

and to establish the scales internal consistency to determine whether the areas assessed were 

related (see Appendix E1); a test-Retest analysis of the 70-item PSSQ (see Appendix E2) and a test-

Retest analysis of the 70-item PSSQ (see Appendix E3). As a result of these analyses, the following 

four items were removed from the scale and not exposed to subsequent exploratory FA reported 

below, because they were considered conceptually problematic. This also allowed for an improved 

participant/item ratio for FA: 

PSSQ15 - L7 “I use feedback to improve” 

PSSQ30 - M5 “lost motivation is easy to get back” 

PSSQ54 - PD3 “I am a better person now than when I started my course”. 

PSSQ61 - F5 - “Lack of money is a big concern for me” 

After removal of the above items, the internal consistency for the 66-item scale was  = .945 (N= 

139), which exceeded the .80 cut-off-point suggested by Gliem and Gliem (2003). Alphas for the ten 

individual sub-sections ranged from “acceptable” to “good” levels of internal consistency using 

George and Mallery’s (2008) scale. These were: “Coursework Success” α= .779, “Success with 

learning and studying” α= .719, “Success with practical aspects of study” α= .804, “Success with 

motivation and discipline” α= .844, “Social Success” α=.765, “Career Ambition and Development” 

α=.854 “Successful healthy living” α= .793, “Personal development” α= .745, “Financial success” α= 

.840, “Success in comparison to others” α= .741.  



 

62 
 

The test-retest reliabilities were established using Pearson’s r correlation coefficients and ranged 

from r= .564 to r= .800. The “Social success” section demonstrated the highest test-retest reliability 

(.800), followed by the “Practical aspects of studying success” section (.767), “Financial success” 

(.742), “Motivation and self-discipline” (.738), “Success in comparison to others” (.721), “Career 

ambition” (.679), “Successful healthy living” (.654), “Learning and studying success” (.574), “Personal 

development success” (.573) and “Coursework success” (.564). All correlations were significant (2-

tailed) at p< .001. Using the general guide postulated by Straus et al. (2006), degrees of stability 

were exposed, ranging from low to adequate with only five of the ten categories providing adequate 

stability over time. This indicated that the PSSQ may measure latent variables which vary at different 

extents within individuals over a ten week period.  

 

4.4. - Study 1 

Exploratory Factor Analysis  

4.4.1. Overview 

To answer RQ 1 (Do PSSQ items measure ten individual areas, or is there a more optimal underlying 

structure?), the PSSQ was exposed to exploratory and confirmatory FA procedures. This section 

documents the exploratory factor analyses (EFA) conducted on the remaining 66 PSSQ items. EFA is 

usually used during early stages of research to explore underlying structures in data, whereas CFA is 

commonly used in later stages, to test hypotheses regarding the fit of predetermined factor models 

(Pallant, 2010). CFA is often used to test the fit of an EFA structure on a different dataset, thus, 

providing empirical evidence regarding its generalisability. The PSSQ items basically asked students 

how good or successful they were in various areas which were conceived by the researcher as 

relating to the definitions of success identified in Investigation 1(a). It was anticipated that EFA 
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would group items that were conceptually associated with specific areas of achievement/success as 

reflected by students’ scores on them.  

4.4.2. Background  

Technically, a cluster of exploratory, “principal axis factoring” techniques (Dancey & Reidy, 2004, p. 

416.), EFA is theoretically and mathematically distinct from principal component analysis (PCA) 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). However, commonalities in application and function result in many 

authors grouping the approaches under a general EFA umbrella term (Pallant, 2010). EFA is 

frequently used to reduce correlated, observed variables into a smaller number of unobserved 

(latent) variables which act reasonably independently of each other (Tabachnick & Fidell). Latent 

variables are termed “factors” in EFA and “components” in PCA, differing slightly regarding the 

underlying theory and the way the correlation matrix is prepared for extraction (ibid). Whilst useful 

for revealing elementary constructs assessed by Likert-type scales, EFA is also used for organising 

and reducing scale-items (Tabachnick & Fidell). Factors and components are basically linear 

combinations of the observed variables (ibid). Those which correlate highly, typically load onto the 

same factor and their relative contribution is usually expressed as a factor loading, which can be 

presented as correlation coefficients or regression weights (Field).  

Eigenvalues and their corresponding eigenvectors represent important components of factor 

extraction (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). An eigenvalue is a statistical unit pertaining to an amount of 

variance explained. Mathematically a form of linear and matrix algebra, they are calculated by 

solving p equations in p unknowns with additional side constraints (ibid). In practical terms, an 

eigenvalue is essentially the sum of the squared factor loadings on each factor, and the larger the 

eigenvalue, the more variance is explained by the factor (Kline). FA achieves parsimony by 

attempting to account for the maximum variability (PCA) or covariance (FA) among observed 

variables in a correlation matrix, in terms of the smallest number of factors or components (Field, 
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2009). In the current study, EFA explored the underlying areas of success that the PSSQ items 

measured, based on the idea that items pertaining to similar constructs would correlate highly with 

one another (Field). It was anticipated that EFA may provide support for some of the 10 subsections 

reported above, but it was considered that it may likely reveal a different factor structure. If this 

were to be the case, the fit of both models would be compared using CFA, to establish a better 

understanding of how students perceived their success at University.  

4.5. Procedure 

4.5.1. Sample Size  

Disagreement persists regarding the minimum number of cases required for EFA and whether this 

should be an absolute number or a case/variable ratio. Early recommendations focused on absolute 

sample size (Winter, Dodou & Wieringa, 2009), for which the minimum figure tended to reduce over 

time. Cattell (1978) recommended a good sample size of 500 cases and a minimum of 200-250, 

whilst Tabachnick & Fidell, (2007) and Field (2009) recommended a minimum of 300 cases. Brace et 

al. (2006) claimed that successful FA could be performed with as few as 100 cases. Winter et al. 

(2009) demonstrated that under the right circumstances, a reliable EFA can be conducted on fewer 

than 50 participants. Other researchers have emphasised the importance of cases/variable ratios 

(i.e. participants/scale-items). Minimum recommendations include 2:1 (Klein, 1994), between 3:1 

and 6:1 (Cattell, 1978), up to 20:1 (Hair, Anderson, Tatham & Grablowsky, 1979). Most researchers 

agree that a bigger ratio is better (Klein). In the current study (N= 139), the 66 item PSSQ would 

require at least 132 cases based on Klein’s 2:1 recommendations. This figure is 39% larger than the 

minimum 100 cases specified by Brace et al. Stevens (2002) argued that FA is based on correlation 

and the same issues affecting validity apply, with larger samples equating to more accurate 

correlational variance. Stevens proposed a means for increasing the reliability on smaller samples 
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based on the statistical significance of factors; for smaller sample sizes, only items with higher 

loadings should be kept. This rule was applied to the current analysis (see below). 

4.5.2. Participants  

First-year undergraduate students (N=139) enrolled on either single or joint-honours BSc Psychology 

degree (17 male and 122 female) volunteered to take part in the investigation. Ages ranged from 18 

to 48 years (M = 20.57, SD = 4.88). The data used for this analysis were collected for Series 2 of 

Investigation 2, and recruits had not been exposed to the PSSQ prior to its completion. Participants 

were recruited during introductory lectures and were awarded course credit for their contribution.  

4.5.3. Tests for Normal Distribution 

When EFA techniques are used to summarise relationships, assumptions regarding distributions are 

not in force (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Normal distributions can enhance the solution (ibid) and can 

be more important if a researcher wants to make generalisations beyond their data (Field, 2009). 

Whilst histograms and distribution plots can indicate normality, interpretation can be subjective. 

Tests of Normality (e.g. Kolmogorov-Smirnov [K-S] tests) can be oversensitive (Tabachnick & Fidell), 

particularly regarding individual Likert-items (Carifio & Perla, 2007). Tabachnick and Fidell 

recommend examining skewness and kurtosis statistics to assess normality. Histograms and 

normality-plots revealed roughly normal distributions for the current dataset, but K-S tests indicated 

some deviation for individual items. PCA is robust to such violations (Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum 

& Strahan, 1999), but can restrict other areas (i.e. identifying underlying structures) (Tabachnick & 

Fidell). Conversely, Maximum-Likelihood analysis is more sensitive to normality violations but 

generally yields more reliable outcomes (ibid). Fabrigar et al. recommended Maximum-Likelihood for 

data with skew < 2 and kurtosis < 7. Skewness and kurtosis statistics for the current data revealed 

that only one variable (Item P9) fell outside these boundaries. This item was removed prior to the 
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final EFA rotation. Only six variables had skewness and kurtosis values of > 1, five of which were 

removed prior to final rotation.   

4.5.4. Sampling Adequacy 

Effective FA requires relationships between variables to be sufficiently linear (Pallant, 2010). SPSS 

provides two tests of sampling adequacy: firstly, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling 

adequacy generates a value ranging from 0-1 which indicates overall linearity between variables (i.e. 

the proportion of common variance between variables). Kaiser (1974) suggested anything in .90s is 

‘marvellous’, the .80s is ‘meritorious’, the .70s is ‘middling’, the .60s is ‘mediocre’ and the .50s is 

‘miserable’. A KMO value of .76 for the current data fell towards the higher end of the ‘middling’ 

(Kaiser) indicated appropriateness for FA. Second, Bartlett’s test of Sphericity explores the strength 

of relationships between variables in the correlation matrix by approximating a chi-square 

distribution. Significance values smaller than .05 indicate a high probability of a strong relationship 

between the variables (Pallant, 2010), suggesting their appropriateness for FA; significance values 

larger than .1 suggest that the data are inappropriate. An analysis of the current sample generated a 

Bartlett’s test of Sphericity significance value of <.001 indicating suitability for FA. Field (2009) 

recommends that the variables should correlate fairly well, but not perfectly. Additionally, it is 

important that no variables fail to adequately correlate with any of the others (ibid). In the current 

dataset, all variables correlated with at least several other variables at magnitudes higher than r= .3, 

but all less than r= .9 (largest correlation was r= .782). Finally, the coefficient determinant was 

.000271 >0.00001. demonstrating that multicollinearity was not apparent in these data (Field). 

4.5.5. Factor Extraction, PCA or EFA? 

PCA and EFA are similar regarding the task of reducing data (Lewis-Beck, 1994) and in practice; the 

most appropriate technique may be that yielding the most interpretable solution. However, PCA 

assumes fewer underlying assumptions than EFA, in which (unlike PCA) it is a requirement that 
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observed variables, are linear combinations of unobserved factors (Lewis-Beck). PCA is a statistically 

simpler procedure which identifies and re-organises correlation-matrix components to account for 

the maximum amount of variance in the data (Brace et al., 2006). The more recent EFA techniques 

have evolved alongside technological advances in computing. They are usually more complicated 

(Kline, 2001) and segregate shared and unique variance. Whilst PCA uses all variance in the 

correlation matrix, EFA techniques generate factor models using just the shared or covariance of the 

observed variables, to reduce variance error (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

EFA factors are thought to cause variable scores, whereas PCA components are considered to be the 

result of such scores, and do not necessarily reflect an underlying structure (Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2007). Floyd and Wideman (1995), Cliff (1987) and Costello and Osborne (2005) argued that PCA 

components severely restrict analysis and interpretation, and that EFA is a more appropriate 

approach. However, Costello and Osborne (2005) and Guadangnoli & Veliver (1988) argued that in 

practice, there is often little difference between solutions generated by both techniques. With 

regards to the literature reviewed, EFA tends to be favoured to PCA and was used in the current 

analysis. However, a preliminary PCA (see Appendix I) was conducted on the original 70 items as part 

of standard procedures of data exploration (Tabachnick & Fidell), and throughout the journey, 

equivalent PCA solutions were compared alongside EFA solutions, to assess whether the slight 

deviations from normality affected the more sensitive Maximum-Likelihood EFA. In all instances, PCA 

and EFA solutions were very similar, so EFA was used. 

SPSS offers researchers several EFA techniques including PCA (e.g. Maximum-Likelihood, principal 

axis factoring, alpha factoring, and generalised least squares). Fabrigar et al. (1999) argue that 

Maximum-Likelihood is the best choice because it allows for significance testing and for the 

computation of confidence intervals. After PCA, Maximum-Likelihood tends to be more popular in 

research (Costello & Osborne). Additionally, Maximum-Likelihood is the approach mainly used in 
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Structural-Equation-Modelling (SEM) and thus, the approach used in the current investigation for 

confirmatory analysis. Hence, Maximum-Likelihood was used. 

4.6. Results  

4.6.1. Seven Factor Solution 

Selecting the incorrect number factors can ultimately affect the integrity of the analysis, resulting in 

misleading conclusions about the underlying phenomena measured (Hayton, Allen & Scarpello, 

2004). Statistically, more factors equate to better fit regarding the variance (PCA) or covariance 

(EFA) explained (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). However, more factors result in less parsimonious 

solutions (Field, 2009), whereas, too few factors result in the potential loss of important information.  

Approaches for calculating the optimal number of factors tend to provide differing results (Zwick & 

Velicer, 1986). Kaiser’s K1 rule and Cattel’s scree test are available in SPSS, but are possibly the least 

accurate (Zwick & Velicer; O’Conner, 2000). Keiser’s method can overestimate the number of 

factors, particularly in large matrices (O’Connor). In the current dataset, this rule indicated that a 15 

factor solution would be most appropriate for the 66-item PSSQ (explained variance = 71%; N= 139), 

with over 50% of the variance explained by the first three factors. Whilst some made conceptual 

sense, factor 14 had no maximum item loadings. Several of the factors had only one or two 

maximum loadings, indicating that retaining 15 would likely be an overestimation.  

Cattell’s scree test plots eigenvalues against factors on a graph (Klein, 1994) and is generally 

considered a more accurate method (Klein). However, it has been criticised for being too subjective 

and unclear regarding the position of the cut-off point (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). In the current 

study, the Scree plot was ambiguous, indicating three possible points of inflection. However, Horn’s 

Parallel Analysis (PA) and Velicer’s minimal average partial (MAP) have shown to be more accurate 

for determining the optimal number of factors (Hayton et al., 2004; O’Connor, 2000).  
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Whilst neither MAP or PA are available as legitimate options in SPSS, Hayton et al. (2004) provide 

instructions for conducting PA in SPSS using syntax code. This method was applied to the current 

analysis. The process generated random eigenvalues based on a fictitious dataset with the same 

participant (N=139) and item constraints (n= 66) as the true dataset. This was performed 50 times 

and the random eigenvalues were averaged and compared with those from the true dataset. Factors 

were retained providing the corresponding eigenvalue for the true dataset was greater than that of 

the random dataset. Table 4.1 below shows the first 10 of 66 eigenvalues generated from the actual 

dataset and the random dataset (N= 139). The eigenvalues in the actual dataset remained higher 

until the eighth factor, indicating that seven factors should be retained.  

Table 4.1  
A Comparison of Eigenvalues from Actual Dataset with those from the Averaged Fictitious Datasets  

Average Random Eigenvalue 
(N= 139) 

Actual Eigenvalue 
(N= 139) 

2.69 15.57 
2.55 5.24 
2.40 3.35 
2.30 3.17 
2.22 2.69 
2.13 2.32 
2.05 2.18 

 1.98  1.91 
1.92 1.71 
1.85 1.52 

NOTE: Arrows denote where the eigenvalues become higher in the fictional dataset, indicating seven factors. 

4.6.2. Factor Rotation 

Factor rotation reallocates factor loadings, making the solution more comprehensible, without 

affecting the underlying structure (Pallant, 2010). Rotation has the result of amplifying the high 

loadings whilst reducing the low ones. Several types of factor/component rotation are offered in 

SPSS, including three orthogonal (Varimax, Quatimax and Equimax), and two non-orthogonal 

methods (Direct-Oblimin and Promax).  
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Orthogonal rotation provides ease in interpreting, describing and reporting the results, but assumes 

the underlying factors are relatively independent of one another (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Of 

these, Varimax is the most commonly used rotation method and is the default option of many 

statistical software packages (Tabachnick & Fidell). Oblique rotations offer a continuous range of 

possible correlations between factors (ibid). Conceptually factors on a Likert-type scale of this nature 

may be correlated; however, oblique rotations can present problems and complexities with 

reporting and interpreting the findings, as several matrices need to be considered. Tabachnick and 

Fidell suggest conducting an oblique rotation to assess the correlations between the factors. If they 

are generally <.32, an orthogonal rotation may be more appropriate.  Table 4.2 is a correlation 

matrix of a seven factor 66-item solution using an oblique (Direct-Oblimin) rotation method. The 

majority of correlation coefficients were below .32 with three loadings only marginally exceeding it.  

Table 4.2 
Inter-factor Correlations for Seven-factor (66-item) PSSQ after Direct Oblimin (Orthogonal) Rotation  

Factor 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 –       
2 .124 –      
3 -.323 .000 –     
4 -.225 -.243 .130 –    
5 .239 .107 -.261 -.110 –   
6 -228 -.180 .247 .208 -.151 –  
7 -.333 -.028 .151 .196 -.322 .162 – 

NOTE:  Emboldened coefficients represent those above .32. Generally, the correlations were below this cut-off point. 

As some factors had correlations marginally above .32, caution dictated running both Varimax and 

Direct-Oblimin rotations to compare results. With large numbers of variables, solutions are likely to 

be similar (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). If this was the case, a Varimax rotation would be used. Tables 

G1 and G2 (see Appendix G) show both outcomes which consisted of factors with predominately the 

same items, showing similar loading magnitudes and a similar factor/items order. The negligible 

differences tended to be regarding the low loading items which assigned themselves to different 
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factors. However, when Stevens (2002) rule for selecting only statistically significant items (see 

below) was applied, the solutions became largely identical. The seven-factor solution was therefore 

generated using Maximum-Likelihood extraction with a Varimax rotation (see Table 4.4 below). The 

solution at this point accounted for 52.30% of the variance and Table 4.3 displays the eigenvalues 

and variance explained by each factor. Means and SDs are also reported.  

Table 4.3.  
Eigenvalues and Variance Explained by the Seven-Factor (66-items) Solution (N= 139) 

Factor Items 
 

Eigenvalue Variance 
Explained 

Cumulative 
Variance 

Mean 
 

Standard 
Deviation 

1 20     15.567 23.53% 23.53% 3.307 0.592 
2 12 5.238 7.94% 31.52% 3.395 0.582 
3 8 3.350 5.08% 36.60% 3.880 0.588 
4 8 3.174 4.81% 41.41% 3.679 0.610 
5 7 2.690 4.08% 45.48% 3.356 0.724 
6 6 2.321 3.52% 49.00% 3.558 0.841 
7 5 2.182 3.31% 52.30% 3.901 0.596 

Four of the original 10 PSSQ categories (i.e. health, social, financial and career) tended to group into 

their own individual factors. The categories assessing academic success merged and re-organised 

across three other factors. Should the reader be interested, Table 1 (Appendix F) shows the items as 

organised in their original categories and the corresponding factors for which they loaded upon.   

4.6.3. Item Removal based on Stevens’ (2002) Recommendation 

The next stage was to remove items which had low loadings on each factor. It is often recommended 

that variables of .32 or larger are interpreted (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), but in practice, the choice 

of cut-off is usually down to researcher preference (ibid). Stevens (2002) argued that many 

researchers are “blindly” accepting this rule without taking into consideration sample size (p. 394). 

As a factor loading is a Pearson’s correlation between a variable and a factor, it is possible to work 

out the statistical significance of loadings upon their factor. He proposed that in larger sample sizes, 
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smaller loadings can be considered statistically meaningful. Stevens’ criteria for assessing this asserts 

that for 100 cases, only factors above 0.512 could be considered statistically significant, whereas a 

sample of 200, loadings above 0.364 could be considered. In the current study (N= 139), this 

criterion denotes a cut-off point approximating .434. Stevens’ criteria are based on an alpha level of 

.01 (two-tailed) as several loadings need to be considered. Whilst, his approach has been criticised 

as being too strict, when applied to the current data set, it tended to remove the items which were 

conceptually erroneous. Based on Stevens rule, only items loading above .434 were interpreted. All 

items above this cut-off had a statistically significant probability of making a meaningful contribution 

to the factor. Table 4.4 below shows the 15 PSSQ items which would be removed as a result of this 

process (R1 - R15 presented in italics).  

4.6.4. Duplicated Items and those Removed for Conceptual Reasons. 

Factors should be interpreted by the conceptual content of their items. The items with higher 

loadings are substantively more important to each factor. However, EFA can occasionally include 

items which appear conceptually erroneous. Sometimes this can be because of sample irregularities, 

or because the item measures a similar but not identical construct.  Stevens (2002) rule removed 

many conceptually erroneous, low-loading items. However, three higher-loading items prefixed with 

(C) (Table 4.4) were removed for being conceptually mismatched to the other items in their factor.  

Additionally, four PSSQ items were duplicates and very similar to other items in their factor. For 

example “I am a self-disciplined person” and “I lack self-discipline”. Whilst these items were 

reversed, they essentially pertain to the same phenomenon. In order to keep the PSSQ as concise as 

possible, the lower loading duplicated items were removed, whilst maintaining that the PSSQ still 

contained sufficient reversed items. These items are prefixed with a (D) in Table 4.4 below. 
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Table 4.4. 
Items Removed from the Seven-Factor, Varimax Rotated Solution of the 66 PSSQ Items (N= 139)  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Often distracted from my work .715 .142 .105 -.082 .117 .262 .171 
2. Difficult to discipline self to work .656 .179 .174 -.060 .255 .192 .124 
3. Successful at organising work .641 .062 .057 .072 -.015 .236 .065 
4. Widely read for coursework .605 .100 .114 -.107 .060 .016 .067 
5. Work around strict time-schedule .576 -.143 .158 .004 .091 .110 .120 
6. Coursework effort is a success .575 .395 .033 .012 -.048 .130 .009 
7. Do not read enough material .559 .123 .136 .033 .141 .077 .105 
(D) Lack self-discipline.  .555 .273 .161 .102 .299 .302 .110 
(D) Self-disciplined person .524 .249 .305 .064 .241 .186 .049 

8. Not motivated to study .485 .220 .107 .100 .341 .139 .225 
   (C) Successfully set/achieve personal goals .484 .161 .231 .091 .238 .282 .156 
   (D) My organisation of coursework is not good .479 .217 .056 .039 .134 .242 -.046 
   (D) Work is incredibly disorganised .475 .197 .246 .143 .081 .260 .176 
9. Acquired transferable skills through learning .474 .178 -.110 .089 .045 -.028 .195 
10. Don't learn from coursework .443 .161 .027 -.050 .073 .005 .316 
11. Learned to use specific study skills  .440 -.034 -.012 .189 .137 -.034 .024 

R1 Analytical/study skills developing successfully .418 .148 -.044 .028 .058 .098 .265 
R2 Not learned what I should on course .404 .221 .084 .084 .077 .036 .177 
R3 Committed to succeed on course .368 .276 .357 .096 .028 -.109 .337 
R4 Personal development more successful than friends .354 -.017 .060 .214 -.002 .067 -.050 

1. Overall coursework is a success .202 .652 .023 -.170 .034 .159 .094 
2. Coursework grades are bad compared to others .246 .644 -.030 .116 .166 .043 .181 
3. Coursework grades have not been good -.057 .597 -.069 -.034 .078 .200 .135 
4. Quality of my coursework is not successful .254 .548 .138 .102 .037 .200 -.058 
5. Less motivated with uni work than others .482 .506 .126 .053 .209 .065 .259 
(C) Generally not as successful as friends .204 .498 .145 .269 .247 -.001 .009 

R5Personal achievements not been a success .279 .417 .172 .241 .287 .106 .163 
R6Rarely get work done on time .209 .378 .063 .077 -.036 .183 .285 
R7My coursework demonstrates understanding  .316 .346 .047 .182 -.164 .075 -.023 
R8 Personal development has not been successful .219 .311 .252 .239 .295 .140 .199 
R9 Unhappy with ability to understand material .161 .304 -.078 .132 .252 .230 .125 
R10 Attendance on course is a success .172 .264 .017 -.042 .097 .204 .230 

1. I am not very career focused .093 .055 .808 .086 .205 -.019 -.028 
2. I am career orientated .177 -.134 .763 .123 -.024 .050 -.090 
3. I am actively preparing myself for a career .153 -.005 .751 .247 .153 .015 .021 
4. I live day to day with no real plans for my future .022 .245 .616 .095 .233 .095 .039 
5. More career focused than other students .230 -.064 .551 .029 .177 .179 .109 
6. Degree important for achieving career goals/dreams -.070 .114 .538 .273 .052 -.155 .273 
7. Developing skills which will help my career .169 .095 .516 .263 .107 -.019 .199 

R11 Hand-in work on time .029 .304 .369 .052 -.182 .064 .295 

1. University social life is a success -.031 -.050 .040 .780 -.069 -.023 .020 
2. Social life is unsuccessful compared to others -.083 .068   .100 .722 .166 .016 -.105 
3. Difficult to make friends .100 .030 .190 .713 .059 -.053 .039 
4. Good quality friendships/relationships  .061 .144 -.033 .672 .112 .046 .163 
5. People tend to avoid me .056 .117 .210 .605 .043 -.211 .058 
6. Involved in social events .032 -.014 .067 .516 .060 -.036 .020 
(C) Good relationships with tutors .210 .060 .176 .444 .087 .145 -.017 

R12 Developing into resourceful, confident person .141 -.057 .269 .420 .272 .052 .060 

1. Do not give health appropriate attention .242 .033 .132 .137 .728 .128 -.026 
2. Take care of my physical health .177 -.085 .201 .072 .629 .183 .136 
3. Struggle with my psychological health .022 .251 .028 .239 .585 .164 -.051 
4. I take regular exercise .163 -.051 .207 -.036 .557 .043 .089 
5. In control of emotional well-being .064 .105 .184 .177 .507 .222 -.029 
6. Not as mentally and physically healthy as friends .043 .381 .163 .268 .506 .095 -.030 
7. Eat a balanced diet .145 .152 -.046 -.015 .490 -.039 .196 

1. Terrible at looking after my money .197 .217 -.010 .020 .283 .792 .007 
2. Successful at managing my finances .215 .081 -.007 -.045 .316 .787 .048 
3. Can always budget to make money last .289 -.022 .151 .004 .070 .660 -.026 
4. Other students manage finances better than me .070 .222 .002 -.006 -.022 .618 .096 
5. Spend without thinking of financial consequences .282 .316 -.033 -.110 .132 .601 .034 

R13 Arrive late for lectures .156 .141 .173 -.067 .014 .211 .201 

1. Thoroughly enjoy work and learning .299 .086 .079 .171 .126 .112 .796 
2. Passionate and enthusiastic about subject .263 .092 .144 .146 .082 .062 .774 
3. Do not enjoy studying as much as others .417 .355 .084 .036 .261 .063 .466 

R14 Don't need to attend lectures .126 .273 .074 -.140 .010 -.087 .299 
R15 Punctuality is a success .184 .058 .041 -.073 .119 .188 .196 

KEY: Numbered/emboldened items were retained; Italicised items (< .434) were removed (R1 – R15); Items prefixed 
with (C) were removed for conceptual reasons; Items prefixed with (D) were removed duplications. 

 



 

74 
 

4.6.5. Interpretation of Factors 

Factors were interpreted by the conceptual content of their items (Pallant, 2010), for which the 

factor-loadings indicated their substantive importance (Field, 2009). The higher an item loads onto a 

factor, the more it is thought to be a purer measure of that factor. Whilst interpretation is required, 

there are certain statistical criteria which can assist with such decisions. Comroy and Lee (1992 as 

cited in Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) provided the following guide for interpreting factor loadings: > 

.71= excellent, > .63= very good, > .55= good, > .45= fair, and those between .32 and .45= poor.  

Factor-1: Learning and Studying Skills 

The largest factor reflected features of academic success relating to practical aspects of learning and 

studying (eigenvalue= 15.567; variance explained= 23.59%). Item removal reduced this 20-item 

factor to 11 items (see Table 4.4). An examination of items above .6 (those thought to be purer 

measures of the factor: Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), indicated that the factor reflected discipline and 

organisation regarding academic work/learning, and how successful students perceived themselves 

to be at various academic-related studying skills. The item prefixed with (c) and item R4 (Table 4.4) 

were about personal development. Conceptually, participants were probably associating the idea of 

personal development with academic development. However, these items were potentially too 

ambiguous to reflect the factor, and were removed with other low-loading and duplicated items.  

Factor-2: Success with University Work [Coursework] 

The second factor was also related to academic success, but more specifically focused on university 

work (eigenvalue= 5.238, variance= 7.94%). This factor roughly corresponded with the original 

coursework success subsection, but only the items reflecting coursework quality, grades and overall 

coursework success loaded onto it. The two items loading above .6 represented grades and overall 

coursework quality. However, some of the original ‘coursework success’ items reflecting learning, 

effort and the doing of coursework, loaded onto Factor 1. Hence, this current factor seemed to be 
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more about how happy students were with the finished product and the grade achieved for it. 

Applying Stevens (2002) criteria, six items were removed. Whilst some were not conceptually 

relevant to the section, these criteria did result in the loss of a coursework related item which 

referred to learning. However, it was inappropriate to apply this rule to certain items and not others.  

Factor-3: Career Ambition and Development 

After Stevens (2002) criteria resulted in the removal of one conceptually erroneous item, this third 

factor was essentially the original subsection about career ambition and development (eigenvalue= 

3.350, variance= 5.08%). The highest three loading items were “I do not tend to be very career 

focused”, “I am career orientated” and “I am actively preparing myself for a career”. This Factor 

therefore contained future orientated items that were mainly about career focus and preparation. 

Factor-4: Social Success 

The fourth factor reflected social success at university (eigenvalue= 3.174, variance= 4.81%). It 

included the items from the original ‘social success’ subsection, with the added inclusion of one item 

pertaining to ‘personal success’; which was removed based on Stevens’ (2002) criteria. The social 

success item from subsection 10 ‘Perceived success in comparison to others’ also loaded onto this 

factor. The item “I have good relationships with my tutors” was removed based on Stevens’ criteria. 

Factor-5: Successful Personal Health-Management. 

The items in this factor (eigenvalue= 2.690, variance= 4.08%) were about managing psychological 

and physical health, and reflected the original ‘healthy living’ subsection. It also included one item 

from Subsection 10 about successful healthy living in comparison to others. All items in this section 

had factor loadings of above .434 (Stevens, 2002), so none were removed from this factor. The 

highest loading items (those above .6) were about psychological and physical health, so the 

interpretation of the “successful healthy living” subsection from the original model was applied. 
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Factor-6: Success with Financial Discipline and Management. 

This five-item factor reflected financial management, discipline and budgeting ability (eigenvalue= 

2.321, variance= 3.516%). It was essentially the ‘financial success’ subsection from the original 

model and its items were designed not to discriminate between rich and poor students. One of the 

original items: “Lack of money is a big concern”, was removed in the preliminary analysis reported 

above. The corresponding ‘financial success’ item from subsection 10, also loaded onto this factor. 

Stevens (2002) rule resulted in the removal of the conceptually erroneous item R13 (see Table 4.4).  

Factor-7: Passion and Enthusiasm. 

This surprising factor seemed to reflect enjoyment/enthusiasm for the course and university work 

(eigenvalue= 2.182, variance= 3.31%). After Stevens’ (2002) rule, only three items loaded onto this 

factor. Some authors suggest caution when considering factors with only a few items. However, 

factor loadings on these items were high and it was conceived as being an interesting aspect of 

student success. Although, later findings based on this factor would be interpreted with due caution.  

4.6.6 Final Solution 

As item deletion would have changed the internal structure of the PSSQ, a Maximum-Likelihood 

analysis was conducted on the remaining 44 items, to reassess the variance and eigenvalues. The 

analysis was set at seven factors and a Varimax rotation was applied. The same factor structure 

emerged with all items corresponding to the same factors as reported above. However, the order of 

the factors changed, as some had lost multiple items in the previous analysis. The final solution 

accounted for 59.69% of the explained variance. The eigenvalues and variance for each factor can be 

seen in Table 4.5 below. Some of the factors changed regarding their numerical position in the factor 

hierarchy. Factor 2 became ‘Career Ambition’ whereas Factor 6 became ‘Success with University 

Work’. As above, both orthogonal and Direct-Oblimin rotations were conducted revealing similar 

outcomes (See Appendix G) and it was therefore appropriate to report the orthogonal output.  
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Table 4.5 
Maximum Likelihood (Varimax & Kaiser Normalisation) for  Seven-Factor (44-item) PSSQ (n=139) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Often distracted from my work .785 .088 -.080 .281 .103 .069 .109 
Difficult to discipline self to work .692 .183 -.049 .222 .203 .143 .090 
Successful at organising work .636 .055 .072 .251 -.035 .017 .029 
Widely read for coursework .632 .102 -.095 .040 .077 .050 .012 
Work around strict time-schedule .572 .151 .004 .129 .092 -.182 .098 
Do not read enough material .577 .144 .016 .092 .160 .079 .089 
Coursework effort is a success .554 .029 .011 .138 -.017 .375 -.033 
Not motivated to study .490 .125 .111 .162 .314 .223 .211 
Don't learn from coursework .424 .071 -.042 .024 .053 .210 .285 
Acquired transferable skills through learning .401 -.061 .076 -.005 .036 .235 .185 
Learned to use specific study skills  .342 .056 .168 -.001 .112 .032 .030 

I am career orientated .122 .811 .085 .053 -.047 -.131 -.073 
I am not very career focused .106 .803 .085 -.012 .194 .034 -.046 
I am actively preparing myself for a career .157 .736 .239 .005 .168 -.016 -.003 
More career focused than other students .204 .609 -.021 .186 .126 -.024 .132 
I live day to day/no real plans for my future. .064 .591 .103 .090 .216 .223 .028 
Developing skills which will help my career .165 .540 .243 -.015 .093 .112 .198 
Degree important for career goals/dreams -.029 .525 .248 -.163 .067 .083 .273 

University social life is a success -.032 .062 .780 .001 -.069 -.102 .035 
Social life is unsuccessful compared to others -.083 .115 .752 .047 .146 .022 -.096 
Difficult to make friends .088 .202 .696 -.042 .073 .011 .056 
Good quality friendships/relationships  .073 -.033 .690 .052 .107 .099 .154 
People tend to avoid me .115 .202 .614 -.196 .061 .033 .023 
Involved in social events -.021 .111 .495 -.007 .051 .011 .064 

Successful at managing my finances .181 .013 -.055 .810 .293 .095 .068 
Terrible at looking after my money .201 -.001 .016 .811 .259 .208 .005 
Can always budget to make money last .205 .180 -.028 .662 .074 -.006 -.004 
Spend without thinking of consequences .304 -.036 -.102 .595 .125 .306 -.001 
Other students manage finances better than me .115 -.024 -.007 .590 -.005 .189 .068 

Do not give health appropriate attention .230 .123 .131 .144 .767 .015 -.042 
Take care of my physical health .151 .203 .056 .189 .678 -.093 .127 
I take regular exercise .150 .201 -.039 .048 .624 -.069 .066 
Struggle with my psychological health .009 .067 .246 .190 .509 .274 -.043 
Eat a balanced diet .183 -.033 -.011 -.024 .491 .159 .199 
Not as mentally and physically healthy as friends .079 .169 .285 .107 .470 .358 -.067 
In control of emotional well-being .030 .239 .160 .252 .413 .159 .008 

Overall coursework is a success .182 .046 -.176 .153 .031 .718 .087 
Coursework grades have not been good -.053 -.043 -.020 .195 .047 .642 .144 
Coursework grades are bad compared to others .292 -.011 .133 .057 .156 .582 .152 
Quality of my coursework is not successful .247 .161 .119 .209 .017 .545 -.080 
Less motivated with uni work than others  .540 .118 .103 .064 .221 .471 .164 

Passionate and enthusiastic about subject .294 .167 .124 .052 .068 .127 .814 
Thoroughly enjoy work and learning .357 .085 .159 .093 .119 .105 .738 
Do not enjoy studying as much as others .503 .087 .071 .079 .233 .340 .412 

Eigenvalue 10.287 4.646 2.853 2.822 2.074 1.989 1.590 
Variance Explained (%) 23.38 10.60 6.48 6.41 4.71 4.52 3.61 
Mean  3.17 3.76 3.68 3.39 3.36 3.15 3.74 
SD 0.63 0.64 0.69 0.96 0.72 0.75 0.74 

Cronbach’s α Coefficient .864 .865 .869 .830 .788 .814 .829 
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4.6.7. Reliability of 44 item (7-factor) PSSQ 

The internal consistency of the 44-item (7-factor) scale and its component factors were assessed in 

SPSS using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (n= 139). The analysis revealed an alpha coefficient of .917 

for all 44-items, indicating “excellent” internal consistency in accordance with George and Mallery’s 

(2007) general guide. Alpha coefficient values for the individual factors ranged from .788 - .869 

demonstrating “acceptable” and “good” levels of internal consistency (see Table 4.6). 

Table 4.6. 
The Internal Consistency of the Seven Individual Factors of the 44-item Solution for the PSSQ 

 Number 
of items 

Cronbach’s 
α Coefficient 

Increases in α coefficient  
with item removal? 

F1: Learning and studying skills 11 .864 No 
F2: Career ambition and development 7 .865 No 
F3: Financial management success 5 .869 No 
F4: Social success 6 .830 Yes: Deletion of PSSQ.S5 (α =.833) 
F5: Successful healthy living  5 .788 No 
F6: Success with university work 7 .814 Yes: Deletion of PSSQ.H5 (α =.817) 
F7: Enthusiasm about subject 3 .829 Yes: Deletion of PSSQ.O9 (α =.868) 

NOTE: The three items were not removed at this point in the Investigation 

4.7. EFA Discussion 

EFA techniques were conducted on the 66-PSSQ items to identify underlying structures in the data. 

As factors are groupings of highly correlated scale-items (Field, 2009), it was thought that items 

grouped within the factors, were representing similar areas of student success. Analysis of data from 

139 students indicated that the items were measuring seven unique areas of student success, based 

on students’ perceived performance in these areas. This was supported by relatively low inter-factor 

correlations (typically <.32). Horn’s PA indicated that a seven-factor solution was optimal and several 

researchers have considered this approach more accurate than Cattell’s scree test and Keiser’s K1 

rule (e.g. Hayton et al, 2004). The Scree plot was unclear, containing three potential elbows around 

4, 8 and 11 factors. However, it could be argued that PA may not have been accurate in this case. 
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Therefore, additional EFAs were conducted for 4 and 8 factor solutions (see Appendices I & J 

respectively). These models were compared to this seven-factor model using CFA in Study 2 below.  

When rotated, the seven-factor solution made conceptual sense, but some factors differed from the 

original ten subsections conceived. For example, the conceptual boundaries envisaged between the 

various areas of academic success, were not all evident in this solution. Furthermore, items 

conceived as assessing ‘personal development’, ‘punctuality and attendance’, and ‘success in 

comparison to others’, did not group as individual factors. However, the process of deleting low-

loading items, removed many of those relating to ‘punctuality and attendance’, and all of the items 

pertaining to ‘personal development’. This discrepancy may have been because the original 

subsections were not considered as separate areas of success, or because the items in these 

subsections were not assessing the constructs adequately. However, when the number of factors 

was increased, these subsections did tend to occupy their own factor. It was therefore anticipated 

that CFA may provide a more adequate conclusion as to the optimal solution for these items. 

Focusing on the second part of RQ 1 (Is there a more optimal underlying structure regarding student 

success?), this analysis suggests a seven-factor structure is more appropriate for these items than 

the original ten-subsection model. However, this question would be explored further in Study 2.  

4.7.1 Four and Eight-Factor Solutions 

Nowadays, it is common for researchers to explore several EFA solutions to gain a deeper 

understanding of their data (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Initially, a PCA was conducted on the 70 

PSSQ items, to explore the data and learn the procedures. A Scree test indicated that a four-

component solution was optimal and a Direct-Oblimin rotation revealed a conceptually 

comprehensible model (see Appendix I). Many of the components pertaining to ‘academic success’ 

grouped together. These were distinct from ‘social success’, ‘career success’ and a component which 

grouped ‘financial success’ and ‘healthy living’. The solution accounted for 41% of the variance.  
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The PA conducted for the seven-factor model was close to suggesting an eight-factor solution. 

Additionally, the unclear Scree plot, denoted a possible elbow at the eighth factor. Following the 

same steps as above, an eight-factor solution was also generated (see Appendix J). It made 

conceptual sense and split the large academic success category up meaningfully, by segregating 

items related to learning, into their own factor. As a result, this eight-factor model and the four-

component model were assessed in Study 2 below.  

 

4.8. - Study 2 

Testing Model-Fit using Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

CFA endeavours to calculate whether separate samples of data can confirm pre-existing factor 

models (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004).  Whilst EFA users can select the number of factors required, 

they cannot specify which items load onto each factor, or which factors are correlated (Stevens, 

2002). With CFA, these parameters can be specified in advance and the extent to which the data 

conforms to these constraints is assessed. It is generally considered more complicated than EFA and 

is usually conducted using structural equation modelling (SEM) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) in 

specialist software packages such as AMOS (Analysis of Moment Structures). A series of processes 

are involved when conducting CFA using SEM (i.e. model specification, model identification, model 

estimation, model testing and model modification) and a range of statistical tests are applied to 

assess model-fit (Schumacker & Lomax). 

When using AMOS to conduct CFA, models are firstly depicted graphically (Blunch, 2008). Factors are 

considered as being latent variables (depicted as circles or ellipses) which are only measurable by 

the combination of observed variables (i.e. scale items) hypothesised to load onto them. Observed 

variables are graphically depicted as square boxes, for which causal connections between factors 
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and items are depicted as arrows (Blunch). One advantage of SEM techniques involving latent 

variables, is that they account for the possibility of measurement error (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004), 

which is often inadequately dealt with when using traditional statistical procedures for observed 

variables. The CFA models constructed in AMOS take into account measurement error, as each 

observed variable has a predicted error-variable associated with it (depicted as a small circle). CFA 

attempts to determine the extent to which the observed variables share a common variance and 

covariance that define the factors, with measurement error representing the unique variation for 

each observed variable, beyond that associated with the factor (Maruyama, 1998).  

4.8.1. Assessing Model-Fit 

AMOS includes various complex statistical procedures for exploring causality in non-experimental 

data and testing models that deal with latent variables (Blunch, 2008). Whilst several of these 

statistical tests are commonly assessed when conducting CFA, there is disagreement as to which 

ones are most appropriate. The correct methods for testing models in CFA have been a matter of 

debate since the 1970s. Stevens (2002) reviewed a number of procedures for testing of model-fit 

using CFA, and identified those most commonly used. 

Possibly the most popular measure of overall model-fit is the Maximum-Likelihood ² statistic 

(Stevens, 2002), which technically measures “badness of fit” (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004, p. 177). A 

significant ² statistic suggests poor model fit, whereas a non-significant statistic indicates that the 

observed and estimated covariance matrices are similar, thus, suggesting close fit (Schumacker & 

Lomax). However, the statistical significance of ² is sensitive to the degrees of freedom (dƒ) and can 

be greatly influenced by sample size and the number of items being assessed (Raykov, 1998). As a 

result, many studies (e.g. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) report CMIN/DF which is a ²/dƒ ratio as an 

alternative approach to assessing model fit. In the current analysis, none of the models assessed 

achieved a non-significant ² (even after modifications). It was considered that this was due to the 
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high dƒ and the relatively small sample size (N= 148). Therefore, the CMIN/DF, for which ratios of 

<2.0 are considered acceptable (Litman & Pezzo, 2007) was reported. Root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA) uses the square root of the mean squared differences between the matrix 

elements (Schumacker & Lomax) and has been found to be relatively unaffected by sample size, and 

to be useful for assessing the fit of CFA models (Raykov). Generally, values of <.5 are considered to 

represent good fit (Schumacker & Lomax) and values of <.6 are acceptable (Litman & Pezzo). 

Measures of absolute-fit (including ²) assess the model within its own context, without reference or 

comparison to alternative models that could be relevant (Blunch, 2008). Of these, the Goodness of 

fit index (GFI) is more commonly reported in CFA studies (Raykov, 1998). Based on the sum of the 

squared differences between observed and reproduced matrices, the GFI measures the variance and 

covariance predicted by the reproduced matrix (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). Figures of >.9 are 

generally considered preferable (ibid), however, GFI tends to produce higher values as sample sizes 

increase. Relative fit measures (i.e. NFI, CFI), essentially use two extreme versions of the model. A 

saturated model with maximum-fit and an independent model with maximum constraints and 

minimum-fit are generated. Where the default model (the model being tested) lies in-between these 

two, is assessed (Blunch). Normed fit index (NFI) is a standard measure of relative fit. However, it 

underestimates the fit in smaller samples and has been modified into the comparative fit index (CFI) 

to account for this. CFI is commonly used in CFA and usually generates values between 0 - 1.0. 

Values of >.90 are considered acceptable-fit and values of >.95 are considered good-fit (Blunch). 

Model-fit can be increased by adding more parameters to the model (ibid). Parsimonious fit indices 

essentially reward a more parsimonious solution. Values of >.6 are considered satisfying (ibid). 

4.8.2. Data-Distribution and Participant Numbers  

Histograms and normality-plots revealed roughly normal distributions for the current dataset. 

Skewness and kurtosis statistics for the current data revealed that none of the 70 variables fell 
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outside these boundaries suggested by Fabrigar et al. (1999) for Maximum-Likelihood analysis (i.e. 

skew < 2 and kurtosis < 7). Only eleven variables had skewness or kurtosis values of > 1, all of which 

were < 1.6. Five of these variables were assessed in the current analysis.  Ding, Velicer, and Harlow 

(1995) identified numerous studies which highlighted a minimum number of participants ranging 

from 100 to 150. Stevens (2002) reports a general recommended sample size of 200 for CFA, but in 

many circumstances, fewer can suffice. The current study explored data from 148 participants. 

4.9. Method 

4.9.1. Participants 

Single and joint-honours undergraduate psychology students (N= 148) were recruited to the study 

(14 male & 134 female). Participants were in either in their first (n= 81) or second-year (n= 67) and 

were from various ethnic backgrounds. Participants ages ranged from 18 - 43 years (M= 20.53, SD= 

4.57 years). Participants were recruited via their university email system and awarded course credit 

for their participation. Prior to the completion of the questionnaire, all participants had completed 

several items of university coursework for which they had received grades and feedback. 

4.9.2. Materials and Procedure 

Data were collected online using Survey Monkey. Items were presented in random orders to 

participants. Data were collated in Microsoft Excel and exported to SPSS.  CFA models were drawn in 

AMOS based on the EFA solutions conducted. The 44-item (seven factor) structure was modelled 

diagrammatically in AMOS (Figure K1 in Appendix K). In order to verify the model, the latent 

variables (factors) were defined both conceptually and operationally (Blunch, 2008). In addition, 

SEM was used to assess the fit of 3 alternative PSSQ models on the same dataset (4-Component 

model; 10-Subsection model and 8-Factor model). The four-component model and the eight-factor 

model are detailed in Appendix I and J respectively (all other CFA model diagrams are in Appendix K).  



 

84 
 

To meet model identification, the factors (latent variables) were required to have a unit of 

measurement (Stevens, 2002). This can be achieved by either assigning the variance of each factor 

to 1 (Stevens) or by assigning one of the regression weights between each factor and an observed 

variable to 1 (Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). The regression weight approach was employed. All 

models met the criteria for identification. Model estimation and testing followed and a variety of 

statistical procedures were conducted. Finally, the modification indices were examined where 

appropriate modifications were made to improve model-fit. Modifications were assisted by the 

modification indices, which highlighted problematic areas. These involved co-varying the error 

variables for conceptually similar items and the removing a small number of problematic items 

based on low inter-factor co-variances. Modifications were kept conservative to ensure the solutions 

remained as parsimonious as possible (Schumacker & Lomax). Modified model-fit was then tested.  

4.10. CFA Results and Discussion  

4.10.1. Model Estimation 

In this part of the analysis, the parameters of the models were estimated and the initial model fits 

examined. None of the models at this stage met the requirements for acceptable model fit (please 

see Table 4.7). The 44-item (seven-factor) model had the best fit at this stage. However, whilst the 

CMIN/DF was acceptable (<2.0), the CFI and GFI were .818 and .679 respectively which were below 

the .9 necessary to indicate acceptable model-fit. PCFI was acceptable, but the RMSEA was .05. The 

10 factor model demonstrated the poorest model fit. 

Table 4.7 
CFA Tests of Model-Fit Conducted on the Original PSSQ Models in AMOS (n= 148) 

 CFI PCFI GFI RMSEA CMIN/DF ² (df) 

7-Factor: Original, 44-item model .818 .762 .679 .066 1.645 1449.3 (881) 

10-Factor: Original, 66-item model .650 .616 .556 .078 1.905 3875.3 (2034) 

4-Component: Original, 42-item model .754 .712 .688 .078 1.896 1541.7 (813) 

8-Factor: Original, 47 item model .815 .759 .673 .065 1.621 1631.0 (1006) 
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4.10.2. Model Modification 

Several modifications were made to the models in an attempt to improve model fit. These involved 

co-varying some of the error variables associated with conceptually similar observed variables. This 

was only conducted within factors. This process was assisted by exploring the modification indices, 

making changes and then re-conducting the analysis. A conservative stance was taken when 

modifying the models; covariance between items from different factors or conceptually different 

items was not allowed. Attempts to modify the 10 factor models were futile and even the maximum 

co-varying of error variables within factors, did not result in acceptable model-fit. Item removal 

based on the low factor-item regression weights resulted in some factors losing items. The three 

removed items from the seven-factor model were: Item L2-“Acquired transferable skills”, H5-“Eat a 

balanced diet” and C8- “Don’t learn from coursework”. Table 4.8 below shows the model-fit after 

modification for the seven-factor, eight-factor and 4-component models. Modifications resulted in 

estimation issues for the 10-subsection model and further assessments were not conducted. 

Table 4.8 
CFA Tests of Model-Fit Conducted on the Modified PSSQ Models in AMOS (N= 148) 

 CFI PCFI GFI RMSEA CMIN/DF ² (df) 

7-Factor: Modified, 41-item model .923 .834 .769 .045 1.302 965.0 (741) 
4-Component: Modified, 40-item model .886 .819 .753 .055 1.448 1043.8 (721) 
8-Factor: Modified, 46 item model .866 .798 .716 .057 1.473 1398.1 (943) 

Table 4.9 
Estimated Correlations between the Seven Factors for the 41-item (Seven-Factor) Model (N= 148) 

 F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 

F1 Learning         
F2 Career .568        
F3 Social .236 .236       
F4 Finances .307 .139 .184      
F5 Health .367 .361 .487 .325     
F6 Coursework .756 .616 .316 .172 .521    
F7 Passion .638 .633 .181 .103 .431 .758   

The modified 7-factor model yielded the best model fit (see diagram in Figure 4.1 below). 
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NOTE: Factors represented as circles and the 44 items are represented in rectangular boxes. Double headed 
 arrows show co-variances between the factors and were measurement error has been allowed to co-vary. 

 
Figure 4.1. Final modified 7-factor (41-item) PSSQ demonstrating acceptable model-fit using confirmatory factor analysis 
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Due to its size, the correlations between factors and the standardised factor loadings for the 

modified 7-factor model are presented separately in Table 4.10 below. As can be seen from Table 

4.9, all seven factors were estimated to correlate positively with varying magnitudes (weak - strong). 

However, all factor correlations were higher than those identified in the previous EFA. 

Table 4.10 
Standardised Factor Loadings (Regression Weights) for the 41-Item (Seven-Factor) PSSQ 

 F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 

Often distracted from my work .513       
Difficult to discipline self to work .691       
Successful at organising work .766       
Widely read for coursework .457       
Work around strict time-schedule .627       
Do not read enough material .587       
Coursework effort is a success .439       
Not motivated to study .699       
Learned to use specific study skills  .473       

I am career orientated  .836      
I am not very career focused  .798      
I am actively preparing myself for a career  .930      
More career focused than other students  .696      
I live day to day/no real plans for my future.  .670      
Developing skills which will help my career  .594      
Degree important for achieving career goals/dreams  .566      

University social life is a success   .688     
Social life is unsuccessful compared to others   .667     
Difficult to make friends   .615     
Good quality friendships/relationships    .826     
People tend to avoid me   .821     
Involved in social events   .825     

Successful at managing my finances    .930    
Terrible at looking after my money    .940    
Can always budget to make money last    .734    
Spend without thinking of financial consequences    .753    
Other students manage finances better than me    .749    

Do not give health appropriate attention     .438   
Take care of my physical health     .472   
I take regular exercise     .300   
Struggle with my psychological health     .839   
Not as mentally and physically healthy as friends     .721   
In control of emotional well-being     .786   

Overall coursework is a success      .325  
Coursework grades have not been good      .382  
Coursework grades are bad compared to others      .591  
Quality of my coursework is not successful      .312  
Less motivated with uni work than others       .843  

Passionate and enthusiastic about subject       .560 
Thoroughly enjoy work and learning       .555 
Do not enjoy studying as much as others       .832 
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The factors representing areas of academic success (1, 6 & 7) in the modified seven-factor (41-item) 

model tended to positively correlate with one another. Strong correlations were also identified 

between F2 (Career) and F6 (Coursework). Financial management had the lowest correlations with 

other factors. Table 4.10 above presents the factor-loadings for this model (See Figure 4.1 above). 

These are normally presented as part of the model diagram, but due to the size of the model and the 

high number of factors, they are presented separately for clarity. 

In conclusion, a modified version of the 7-factor model yielded the best fit of all models tested, but 

required the removal of three items. This seven-factor structure was specified in EFA using parallel 

analysis and Maximum-Likelihood extraction. However, despite its acceptable fit, it did not meet all 

the criteria for good-fit, but this was likely affected by the low item/participant ratio. These analyses 

indicate that the original PSSQ items measure seven underlying constructs. Items originally devised 

to assess personal development, attendance and punctuality did not contribute to the model. A 

modified eight-factor model yielded the second best model and parameter fit, but did not quite 

meet requirements for acceptable model-fit. This solution was conceptually pleasing as it split the 

large academic success factor (Factor-1 in the seven-factor model) into two smaller and more 

meaningful categories. However, these results suggested that when gauging their success, students 

may not perceive this categorical divide. The original ten-category model yielded the poorest fit, 

suggesting students’ perceived success differently to the initial concepts developed. However, it may 

also indicate that some of the constructed items did not provide good measures of the ten 

categories. Additionally, the ten-category model may have been too large for the number of 

participants in this sample, thus, leading to erroneous outcomes. Given the above, the seven-factor 

model seemed the most appropriate and was subsequently used in Investigation. 
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4.10.3. Test-Retest Reliability 

Test-retest coefficients were assessed on participants from Study 1 (see section 4.5.2 for participant 

details). First-year participants (N= 124) completed the PSSQ on both occasions (N= 124) with 

approximately a ten-week period between completions. Table 4.11 below displays the test-retest 

coefficients for this analysis. The following rule of thumb for evaluating test-retest was 

implemented: >.90 = very high, >.80 = high, >.70 = adequate, >.60 = marginal <.59 = low (Straus, et 

al., 2006). Coefficients were typically marginal – adequate, with the PSSQ Total demonstrating high 

retest reliability. The implications of these findings are discussed in section 4.11. 

Table 4.11 
Test-Retest for Final Seven-Factor (41-item) PSSQ for a 10 Week (Approximately) Period 

 F1  
Learning 

F2 
Career 

F3  
Social 

F4  
Finances 

F5  
Health 

F6  
Uni-work 

F7 
Passion 

PSSQ 
TOTAL 

Test-Retest Coefficient .757
*** .711

*** .798
*** .773

*** .689
*** .537

*** .695
*** .809

*** 

NOTE: 124 First-year participants took part in this study 

 

 

4.10.4. Convergent/Discriminant Validity 

After the seven-factor structure had been established and confirmed, its convergent and 

discriminant validity were assessed. This analysis is reported an Appendix L and briefly summarised 

here. Typically, PSSQ factors pertaining to academic success showed positive correlations with the 

ZTPI Future orientation but not Present-Hedonism. Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) found that future 

orientated individuals tended to be more disciplined and focused on achieving goals and generally 

more successful in education, whilst hedonists tend to be less future oriented goals commonly 

encountered in HE. As predicted, strengths of Wisdom and Knowledge were typically associated with 

academic success. Additionally, average grade was moderately/strongly correlated with PSSQ Factor 

Coursework Success, implying it provided a good indicator of academic achievement. Factor 2 

“Career ambition” and Factor 4 “Financial Success” were also related to Future, but not Present-
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Hedonism. As expected, strengths of Hope and Prudence were associated these factors. Factor 3 

“social success” was positively correlated with Present-Hedonism, Social-Intelligence and measures 

of SWB. Also as expected, no significant associations were found between this factor and 

psychological problems. Factor 4 “Successful Healthy Living” included items about emotional and 

psychological health and as predicted showed negative correlations with all measures pertaining to 

psychological problems and Past-Negative orientation. Also as predicted this factor showed positive 

relations with measures pertaining to well-being. As predicted, Factor 7 “Passion and Enthusiasm” 

showed a similar set of associations to Factor 4. This brief account provides some validity that the 

constructs assessed by the PSSQ were related to variables of similar conceptual underpinnings. 

These were reassuring findings and no real causes for concern were identified.   

4.11. General Discussion 

Investigation 1(b) aimed to develop a measuring tool for assessing students’ perceptions of their 

success in multiple areas. The PSSQ was built using qualitative data ascertained throughout the first 

part (Investigation 1a) of a QUAL→QUAN sequential mixed-design investigation (Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009). Therefore, it was designed to measure aspects of student success deemed 

important to those it primarily represents (i.e. students) and was anticipated to provide a more 

student-friendly measure of this unclearly demarcated concept (Dean, 1998). This unique venture 

resulted in the final seven-factor (41-item) PSSQ which appeared to reliably measure seven areas of 

student success, which were in line with concepts identified in Investigation 1(a). This scale was 

anticipated to be used alongside grades and retention to provide a more holistic account of student 

performance in HE. Throughout Investigation 1(b), three research questions were considered.  

RQ1 sought statistical clarification as to whether PSSQ items measured the original ten-subsections 

they were designed to assess, or whether there was a more optimal underlying structure for the 
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scale-items. The original ten-subsection model demonstrated a certain degree of construct validity. 

Five of the originally conceived categories (i.e. career-ambition, healthy-living, financial-success, 

social-success and coursework-success) were present in the final seven-factor (41-item) solution, 

indicating their items were useful for assessing these constructs. However, some original areas (i.e. 

personal development, success in comparison to others, attendance and punctuality) appeared 

statistically problematic and either dispersed, or were eradicated as part of the development 

process. Both EFA and CFA were applied to identify and validate the final seven-factor model, using 

data from two different student samples. Whilst some academic success factors were slightly 

different to the categories identified in Investigation 1(a), they were still in line with the concepts 

identified by students. 

This data driven approach had the advantage of identifying areas important to students, some of 

which were in line with previous research (e.g. Dean 1998; Kuh et al., 2006). However, in certain 

instances, Investigation 1(a) definitions were vague and lacked breadth, which may have impeded 

PSSQ item construction. As a result, some of the items were quite general and possibly not 

exhaustive indicators of the constructs they represent. Using focus-group data, Dean identified that 

students had in-depth views of the construct ‘student success’. Such depth may not have been fully 

encapsulated by PSSQ variables. Whilst predominately data-driven, the current researcher referred 

to literature for assistance in item construction, mainly regarding areas of learning and studying (e.g. 

Collins & Kneale, 2000). However, further research could be conducted to further develop the PSSQ, 

including quantitative investigations (i.e. CFA on a more general student sample) and qualitative 

investigations (i.e. focus-groups with students discussing the current PSSQ factors and any other 

possible items or factor additions they deemed important). It would also be advantageous to re-run, 

FA on larger sample sizes for more accurate estimations (Field, 2009). 

RQ2 sought the extent to which the PSSQ items were homogenous to their corresponding 

subsections or factors. The internal consistency of the PSSQ was assessed on numerous occasions 
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throughout the analyses of the various factor models and was also used to identify and remove 

conceptually erroneous items. Typically, all versions of the PSSQ showed good levels of internal 

consistency for both subsections and for the PSSQ total. The final 44-item (7-factor) scale indicated 

“excellent” overall internal consistency (George & Mallery, 2007) and alpha values for the individual 

factors were “acceptable” and “good” (ibid). This indicated that the PSSQ items tended to correlate 

well with other items in their factors and thus, likely measured similar concepts. EFA and CFA tended 

to compliment these procedures, by also removing some of the more problematic items. Whilst 

these results are positive, it should be acknowledged Cronbach’s Alpha has a tendency to be 

artificially inflated when large numbers of items are assessed (Gliem & Gliem, 2003). This would 

have likely occurred to some degree for the scale total. However, smaller versions of the PSSQ (i.e. 

the 41-item version) still produced alphas in the “excellent” range (George & Mallery). This therefore 

suggested that the final PSSQ reflected a set of variables pertaining to multiple areas of one 

complex, but unified construct regarding achievement in HE.  

RQ3 focused on the extent the PSSQ total and the individual subscale scores remand stable over-

time, among the sample. The Total for final seven-factor (41-item) PSSQ demonstrated ‘high’ test-

retest reliability (Straus et al., 2006), but coefficients for the individual factors were typically 

marginal-to-adequate, with Factor 6 – “Coursework Success” demonstrating low reliability. However, 

test-retest reliability is inversely related to the amount of time between first administration and 

retest (Parsian & Dunning, 2009). The time interval is often interpreted by the nature of the 

constructs being measured (ibid). In this sense, the current assessment was limited in that it used an 

opportunity sample of data (i.e. data from Investigation 2) for which the time duration between test 

and retest was approximately 10 weeks. This is considered high for test-retest assessment (Carmines 

& Zeller, 1994), particularly regarding the speculated changeable nature of the PSSQ constructs. 

Whilst shorter durations would have been preferable, it was considered this analysis still provided 

useful insights regarding the relative stability of the several PSSQs subsections. 
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The seven PSSQ factors were correlated with other questionnaires and academic performance to 

establish their convergent and discriminant validity. Many of these findings are covered in greater 

depth in Investigation 2, but typically revealed that the factors were statistically related to 

conceptually similar variables and there were no major causes for concern. Grades or GPA are an 

established measure of academic success commonly used in research (e.g. Harackiewicz et al., 2002). 

The analysis indicated a moderate positive correlation between Factor 6 “Coursework success” and 

Year-1 average grade and a weak-moderate correlation between the PSSQ overall score and Year-1 

average grade. Examination success was identified as being important to the construct of student 

success. For logistical reasons, the examination success section was not included in this analysis 

because participants had not completed any exams at the point of first data collection. It was 

considered important that EFA was conducted on data from participants who had not completed the 

PSSQ before. The examination success category was validated as a single scale (see Appendix L) and 

was included in as an extra PSSQ variable in Investigation 2. 

The development of the PSSQ was a substantial undertaking, but the result demonstrated validity 

and reliability among the current samples. Nonetheless, the analyses were conducted on just three 

participant samples, from one HEI in the UK. It would certainly be advantageous to expand this 

scope for further development and validation of this scale. However, as the PSSQ was developed 

(partly) by the sample it was intended for, its factors are likely of particular relevance. The next four 

chapters provide coverage of the main investigation carried out in this programme of research 

(Investigation 2). The PSSQ provided a unique set of variables pertaining to key aspects of the 

student experience; more specifically, areas of student success for which relationships with TP and 

CS variables have not been investigated. The next chapter provides an in-depth literature review 

about TP and CS constructs identifying gaps in literature and proposes several research questions 

and predictions to be addressed throughout Investigation 2.  
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Chapter 5 

INVESTIGATION 2 - Literature Review:  

Time-Perspective, Character-Strengths and the Student Experience 

 

5.1. Time Perception 

Problems pertaining to the precise nature of time and its physical and perceptual properties, pose a 

present predicament within the philosophical, psychological and physics paradigms. Whilst objective 

time is markedly complicated (Greene, 1999), its subjective experience has created comparable 

impediments in philosophy and psychology (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004). Humans have measured 

time for thousands of years, but its geographical standardisation did not occur until the 19th Century 

(ibid). This has served to co-ordinate many social, economical and community structures, having an 

undeniable impact on human behaviour (Ibid). Psychological-time refers to the way individuals 

experience and make sense of objective time (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008) and is implicit in many 

psychological endeavours (e.g. episodic memory and learning). In an account of internal perception, 

its relevance to psychology was expressed by James (1890) who discussed the dynamic interplay of 

past and future in the conscious present. However, behaviourism seriously restricted such 

exploration (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) and relatively few studies have revisited this domain (Boniwell 

& Zimbardo). Specific components of psychological time, including future (e.g. Dickey, 1975) and 

past (e.g. Webster & Cappeliez, 1993) have been examined, but holistic approaches have been rare. 

A few attempts to measure psychological time have been made (e.g. Knapp & Garbutt, 1958; Bond & 

Feather, 1988; Zuckerman, 1994 as cited in Boniwell et al., 2010), but these first instruments either 

failed to yield good reliability, or did not measure all temporal regions (Boniwell & Zimbardo).  
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Lewin (1890-1947), theorised that behaviour was a function of a psychological field called ‘life space’ 

where time represented an important construct of this dynamic representation (Burns & Cooke, 

2013). Influenced by this model, Zimbardo (1992) developed the Stanford-Time-Perspective-

Inventory (STPI) which appeared to measure five theoretical TP orientations (Past-Regret, Present-

Fatalism, Present-Hedonism, Future-Achievement and a Time-Press factor). However, subsequent 

statistical operations on the STPI revealed an unstable factor structure (Lennings, 2000 as cited in 

Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004). In an effort to improve the scale, Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) conducted 

a large scale investigation resulting in the statistically valid and reliable Zimbardo-Time-Perspective-

Inventory (ZTPI, Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) (discussed below), which provided a unique 

conceptualisation of psychological-time. Its processes are typically automatic and generally operate 

at non-conscious levels, whereby constant streams of personal and social experiences are allocated 

to five time-frames, pertaining to past, present and future (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004). Considered 

fundamental to an individual’s construction of reality (Vowinckel, 2012), these temporal 

constructions give order and meaning to experiences and events. They are theorised to consist of 

cognitive, motivational, affective and social components which play a significant role human 

functioning (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). ZTPI research has identified many individual differences in TP 

orientations, suggesting they can predict numerous psychological outcomes. Boniwell and Zimbardo 

assert that “Time perspective is one of the most powerful influences on virtually all aspects of 

human behaviour” (p. 167). Whilst considered relatively stable constructs, TP modification is 

achievable and may lead to many positive outcomes (Zimbardo, Sword & Sword, 2012). Time is 

particularly relevant in HE, where its management and organisation are important aspects of student 

life. TP interventions may therefore provide a new avenue for enhancing the student experience. 

5.2. The Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory  

The ZTPI is a Likert-type scale, measuring five TP orientations: (In component order) Past-Negative, 

Present-Hedonistic, Future, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalistic (described below). Participants 
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denote how characteristic 56 general statements (scale-items) are of themselves, using a 5 point 

scale (1= Very untrue - 5= Very true). Subscale totals represent the extent individuals possess each 

TP orientation. PCA using a Varimax rotation (N= 606) revealed a five-component structure 

accounting for 36% of the total variance. A subsequent CFA (N= 361) showed consistency with this 

five-component model (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). The following section describes the five ZTPI 

components based on research and theory by the authors and collaborators. Zimbardo (2012) 

acknowledged that individuals are rarely extremes of any single TP orientation and usually a mixture 

of them all. Subsequent referring to individuals as (e.g.) ‘Past-Positives’ or ‘Present-Fatalists’ is for 

simplification purposes and reflects those with a disproportionate bias towards that orientation.  

5.2.1. Past-Negative  

This orientation reflects a general pessimistic and aversive view of the past (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

1999). Past-Negatives spend extensive time ruminating about previous negative thoughts and 

experiences (ibid), even though memories may be inaccurate or distorted (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). 

Such individuals often feel guilt and regret about past events and failures, which can result in 

negative states, including depression, anxiety and low self-esteem (Zimbardo, 2012). Past-Negatives 

can get caught in cycles of reliving insidious past events, which contaminates their present 

experience, thus, becoming a future negative memory (ibid). This orientation may arise from trauma 

and/or negative reconstructions of benign events (Stolarski, Bitner & Zimbardo, 2011). 

5.2.2. Past-Positive 

This orientation reflects a warm, nostalgic and sentimental attitude towards the past and is 

associated with SWB (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Positive past reflections can connect individuals to 

their identity, family and roots (Zimbardo, 2009). Past-Positives tend to be friendlier, practice rituals 

(Zimbardo, 2012) and have greater links to friends and family. They dwell on nostalgia, show 

gratitude and have more emotional stability (ibid). They have a strong sense of self identity and are 
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usually more grounded (ibid), but can be resistant to change new experiences (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 

2004). Whilst focusing on the past can provide a sense of security, continually looking backwards can 

result in being less open to new experiences, fewer new friends and taking fewer risks (ibid).  

5.2.3. Present-Hedonistic  

This component reflects a pleasure-seeking, risk-taking attitude towards life (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

1999). Present-Hedonists live in the moment, avoid discomfort and seek gratifying experiences 

(Zimbardo, 2012). They typically report high levels of energy, sensation and novelty seeking 

(Zimbardo & Boyd), and are likely involved in many social activities (Zimbardo). They are often 

creative, with an ability to improvise (Ibid). They enjoy the present, but find its temptations difficult 

to resist, which can result in impulsive risk taking. Many addictions are associated with Present-

Hedonism, including drinking, smoking and drug use (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). However, such 

individuals tend to be fun, outgoing, popular (ibid) and unlikely to sacrifice present enjoyment for 

tomorrow’s rewards (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). 

5.2.4. Present-Fatalist 

This ZTPI subscale reflects a fatalistic, helpless and hopeless attitude towards the future and life in 

general (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Individuals with high Present-Fatalism are strongly connected to 

the present, but can perceive their life as being determined by fate (Zimbardo, 2012). They often 

believe there is little they can do to make a difference to their future (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). 

Present-Fatalism has been associated with individuals plighted by poverty, or those living among 

unstable political or economic structures (Zimbardo). Students high on Present-Fatalism show less 

concern about their future, have reduced energy and lower self-esteem than Present-Hedonistic 

students (Zimbardo & Boyd). Additionally, they are more likely to experience higher levels of 

depression, anxiety and aggression (ibid). 
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5.2.5. The Future  

This component reflects a future-focused orientation, characterised by the desire to plan and 

achieve future goals (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Such individuals focus on the forthcoming 

consequences of present behaviours (ibid). They resist temptations and make sacrifices for long-

term rewards, usually confident that their decisions about the future will work out; they have high 

levels of hope. Future orientation shows high correlations with conscientiousness (>.70); one of the 

few variables associated with mortality (Zimbardo, 2012). In theory, this is because such individuals 

regularly practice better health behaviours (i.e. safe sex, wearing seatbelts etc) and do not usually 

take dangerous risks such as smoking and drinking to access (ibid). However, they are often 

competitive as opposed to cooperative and can sacrifice friends, family and sleep for success (ibid). 

5.2.6. Balanced Time Perspective  

Excessively using any TP orientation whilst forfeiting others can detriment optimal functioning 

(Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004), to the extent of becoming dysfunctional (Boniwell et al., 2010). Even 

the more benign Future and Past-Positive orientations can cause problems (Boniwell et al; Boniwell 

& Zimbardo). For example, a Future bias can result in sacrificing relationships for success, 

performance anxiety (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008) and an inability to enjoy the present (Boniwell & 

Zimbardo). A Balanced-Time-Perspective (BTP) is a positive alternative to any temporal bias and is an 

ideal balance of TP orientations for optimal psychological and physiological health (Boniwell & 

Zimbardo). Theorised to provide individuals “a longer, fuller, more successful and happier life” 

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008, p. 295) it includes the flexibility to switch between orientations to suit 

particular situations (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Whilst similar concepts have been incorporated into 

other psychological theories, Zimbardo & Boyd (1999) proposed the importance of BTP in its own 

right and suggested an ideal ratio of ZTPI subscale scores. Initially presented as high Past-Positive, 

moderate Future and Present-Hedonism, low Past-Negative and Present-Fatalistim (Boniwell & 

Zimbardo, 2004), Future was subsequently revised to ‘moderately high’ (Zimbardo, 2009). Whilst it is 
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unclear whether this ratio reflects flexibility, the few attempts to operationalise BTP have indicated 

that individuals with ZTPI scores similar to Zimbardo’s ratio, have demonstrated higher levels of SWB 

and other positive outcomes (e.g. Drake et al., 2008; Boniwell et al., 2010). 

5.2.7. Review of the ZTPI 

A more detailed review of the ZTPI is presented in Appendix W and summarised here. The ZTPI has 

demonstrated acceptable/good levels of internal consistency for Past-Negative (α= .82), Present-

Hedonism (α= .79), Future (α= .77), Past-Positive (α= .80) and Present-Fatalism (α= .74) (Zimbardo & 

Boyd, 1999). Alpha reliabilities of similar magnitudes have been reported in subsequent publications 

(e.g. Wills et al., 2001; Worrell & Mello, 2007; Boniwell et al., 2010). The current investigation also 

revealed comparable alphas of .82 (Past-Negative), .77 (Present-Hedonism), .75 (Future), .75 (Past-

Positive) and .69 (Present-Fatalism). Whilst some authors have found evidence of four and six factor 

structures, the original five-component structure has since been replicated in the US (i.e. Neager, 

2001) and several non-English speaking countries, using translated versions of the questionnaire. 

These include (among others): Sweden (Carelli, Wiberg & Wiberg, 2011), Spain (Diaz-Morales, 2006) 

and France (Apostolidis & Fieulaine, 2004). A superficial PCA assessment was conducted on the 

current data-set (see Appendix O) revealing a strikingly similar component structure to the one 

identified by Zimbardo and Boyd (1999). The ZTPI exhibited high test-retest reliability over a four-

week period (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) with correlations ranging from .70 (Past-Negative) to .80 

(Future). Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) revealed good convergent and discriminate validity against a 

diverse selection of well established psychological measures. In conclusion, whilst there is some 

discrepancy regarding its factor structure, there is sufficient statistical/theoretical evidence to 

support its justification as valid and reliable psychological scale.  
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5.2.8. Operationalising BTP  

Although theorised by Zimbardo and Boyd (1999), it was unclear how BTP could be operationalised 

using the ZTPI (Boniwell et al., 2010). The first published attempt by Drake et al. (2008) involved 

categorising BTP participants as those scoring below the 33rd percentile on Past-Negative and 

Present-Fatalistic, and above it on Present-Hedonism, Past-Positive and Future. Whilst only 13 of 260 

participants (5%) met this criterion, they achieved significantly higher mean scores than non-BTP 

participants on the SHS (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) and the Mindfulness Attention Awareness 

Scale (Brown & Ryan, 2003). However, it was not specified how the 13 BTP participants scored on 

the ZTPI sub-scales, apart from where the scores ranked relative to the rest of the sample. Boniwell 

et al. argued that the cut-off-point approach was arbitrary and lacked evidence indicating such 

points were optimal. Additionally, they criticised the approach as simply defining a statistical 

characteristic of a sample, as opposed to established psychological differences between individuals.  

Among separate British (N= 179) and Russian (N= 289) student samples (Boniwell, et al., 2010) 

compared two new BTP approaches alongside the Drake et al. (2008) method. Differences between 

BTP and non-BTP participants were established on several SWB measures (SHS, SWLS and PANAS), 

alongside the Temporal Satisfaction With Life Scale (Pavot, Diener & Suh, 1998) and the Measure of 

Actualisation of Potential (MAP; Lefrançois et al., 1997), collectively providing assessments of 

hedonic and eudemonic SWB. A person-oriented Hierarchical-Cluster-Analysis (HCA) approach 

(Magnusson, 1999) was applied to the five ZTPI subscales to establish typical profiles within the 

samples. BTP clusters were identified in both British (n= 58) and Russian samples (n= 29). A 50th 

percentile cut-off method was also examined classifying BTP participants (n= 12) as those scoring 

below the median on Past-Negative and Present-Fatalist, and above it on Present-Hedonism, Past-

Positive and Future. The 33rd percentile (n= 12) and 50th percentile BTP groups (eight participants 

met criteria for both BTP groups) had significantly higher scores than their corresponding non-BTP 

groups on all three domains of temporal life satisfaction, and higher MAP scores. Minor differences 
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between the cut-off approaches and PANAS scores were identified, but typically both methods 

yielded comparable findings. 

Whilst the effect sizes exhibited by the BTP HCA group were smaller comparatively, this approach 

identified considerably larger groups of BTP participants. When compared to the non-BTP sample, 

they showed significantly higher average scores in all positive measures except for Positive-Affect, 

and significantly lower Negative-Affect scores (British sample). Additionally, when compared to the 

other three clusters, significant differences were identified in all measures accept for Positive-Affect. 

From the theoretical perspective, individuals with a BTP are predicted to be physically and 

psychologically healthy (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999), so the current study aimed to extend this to assess 

differences between BTP and Non-BTP student groups for depression, anxiety and stress.  

A key problem with cut-off methods are their susceptibility to vary depending on sample 

characteristics. Participants scoring below the 33rd or 50th percentile would occur in almost equal 

percentages across any sample, irrespective of whether the sample consisted of high or low scorers. 

In addition, a participant scoring at the 51st percentile on Past-Positive, Present-Hedonism and 

Future, and at the 49th percentile on Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism would achieve the same 

BTP status as a participant scoring at the 1st and 99th percentiles respectively. The HCA method was 

advantageous in assessing typical profiles within samples and grouping participants with statistically 

similar characteristics. However, the outcome of HCA can differ, depending on the method used and 

the order in which variables are entered (Field, 2010). In addition, HCA may not identify an 

appropriate BTP group in every sample and there is no way of reproducing the same cluster 

structure on another sample (Boniwell et al., 2010). For the current study, such problems may be 

eliminated if a BTP score was calculated indicating how close each participant is to a BTP. 

Zimbardo (2009) described the optimal ZTPI scores as: low Past-Negative and Present-Fatalist, 

moderate Present-Hedonist, moderately high Future and high Past-Positive. These were interpreted 
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by the current researcher in relation to the five-point scale of the ZTPI (i.e. PN= 1; PH= 3; F= 4; PP= 5; 

PF= 1) in which measurements could be used to calculate a composite score for each participant. A 

formula for calculating this was devised for the current research (see Section 6.4 of Chapter 6). It 

was essentially the square route of the sum of squared deviations from the ideal subsection scores, 

which was subtracted from the maximum possible deviation and then converted to a 5-point metric 

similar to the individual subsections, where 1 represents low BTP and 5 represents high BTP. It 

provided a quantitative estimation of BTP which could be easily interpreted in relation to the ZTPI 

subscale averages. This opened up several avenues of exploration for Investigation 2 where levels of 

BTP were assessed in relation to the many outcome variables associated with the HE experience.  

More recently, Stolarski et al (2011) devised a method similar to the above for calculating deviation 

from BTP (DBTP). They assessed TP and BTP in relation to emotional intelligence (IE) and gratification 

delay. Their DBTP calculation created a singular score denoting how far participants’ were from an 

ideal BTP, with a higher number representing a larger overall deviation. They used a different 

estimation of ideal subscale scores to those mentioned above, specifying optimal scores of 4.6 (Past-

Positive), 4.0 (Future), 3.9 (Present-Hedonism), 1.95 (Past-Negative) and 1.5 (Present-Fatalism). 

These ideal scores were based on empirical cross-cultural data, but it is not specified what variables 

were used to establish this. Regression analyses revealed that self-reported and ability-based 

emotional intelligence were explanatory variables for DBTP accounting for 29% and 9% of the 

variance respectively. Additionally, DBTP was found to be a more powerful predictor of delaying 

gratification than EI and the individual and combined ZTPI subscale scores (Stolarski et al., 2011). In a 

subsequent study, Zhang, Howell and Stolarski (2012), compared DBTP against the cluster method 

and the 33rd percentile cut-off method among four samples of participants. They found DBTP to be 

more indicative of life satisfaction, subjective happiness and Positive-Affect than the other two 

approaches. Finally, they compared the predictability of all three approaches on SWB using 
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regression models for the different samples. DBTP was the strongest predictor of SWB in all models, 

highlighting the advantages of using a standardised, continuous variable for assessing BTP. 

5.2.6. Validating the New BTP Score Method 

The apparent advantages of BTP and its potential of development within individuals (e.g. Zimbardo 

et al., 2012) indicate its probable value as an important construct, relevant to the student 

experience. A BTP Score variable has several logistical advantages over BTP group approaches. 

Firstly, it allows for the assessment of relationships between BTP and other variables using 

parametric procedures. Second, levels of BTP can be compared between groups, or within 

participants over time. Thirdly, it would allow BTP to be compared from different samples. To help 

assess whether the BTP Score variable was appropriate for subsequent use in Investigation 2, a 

preliminary analysis was conducted comparing it with the two cut-off approaches and the HCA 

approach. Due to the voluminous size of Investigation 2, this study is presented in Appendix P. 

Building upon the relatively sparse studies comparing operationalisations of BTP (i.e. Boniwell et al., 

2010; Zhang et al., 2012), it extended the validation criteria from SWB, to additionally include 

measures of psychological difficulties and student success. Findings indicated that the BTP Score 

variable performed as expected from a theoretical perspective (i.e. BTP was associated with high 

SWB, student success and low psychological problems). When compared to the other approaches as 

a method for selecting BTP groups, it generally performed comparably and better in some instances. 

Combined with the multiple advantages of being a continuous variable, it was therefore used 

Investigation 2. In light of the recent DBTP formula (Stolarski et al., 2011), the BTP Score approach 

(BTPa) was used Investigation 2 alongside a similar BTP(b) variable, which used Stolarski et al.’s 

optimal cut-off points. 
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5.3. Time-Perspective and Student Success  

Research has examined academic success variables in relation to TP (e.g. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; 

Phan, 2009; Shell & Husman, 2001; Mello & Worrell, 2006; Ortuño, Cordeiro, Gomes, Paixão & 

Janerio, 2012). Other educational areas have also been associated with TP, including motivation 

(Kauffman & Husman, 2004; Zimbardo & Boyd), learning (Usart & Romero, 2012), punctuality and 

attendance (Zimbardo & Boyd) and academic engagement (Horstmanshof & Zimitat, 2007). Findings 

typically indicate that Future positively influences many areas of student achievement, whereas 

present orientations can be detrimental. Zimbardo & Boyd examined TP and academic achievement 

variables among undergraduates (N= 205), indicating that self-reported estimates of GPA related 

positively to Future (r= .21) and negatively to Present-Fatalism (r= -.08). Self reported hours spent 

studying were also positively related to Future (r= .28) and negatively to Present-Hedonism (r= -.15). 

However, Zimbardo and Boyd acknowledged the potential unreliability of self-reported estimates.  

Worrell and Mello (2006) identified a positive Future/Actual-GPA relationship among academically 

talented adolescents, using a six-factor ZTPI model which divided Future scale-items into Future-

Positive and Future-Negative subscales. Multiple regression identified significant positive regression 

coefficients between Future-Positive and GPA (β= .13) and negative coefficients between Present-

Fatalism and GPA (β= -.16), whilst controlling for age and sex. However, the variance explained was 

small (4 and 5% respectively) and participants ages were between 11 - 18 years which may have 

been too young for the ZTPI (ibid). Ortuño et al. (2012) also reported significant positive 

Future/academic-success associations and negative Present-Fatalism/academic-success relationships 

among Portuguese students (N= 277) aged between 18 and 53. However, whilst grades were 

discussed alongside other academic variables, it was unclear from their poster publication how 

‘academic success’ was operationalised. Additionally, these findings may reflect unique aspects of 

the Portuguese educational system which might not be present in the UK. Finally, Shell and Husman 
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also found associations between GPA and Future TP (r= .21) among US undergraduates (N= 198), but 

the scale they used pre-dated the ZTPI and only measured a future orientation.  

In summary, relatively few studies have explored grades in relation to the ZTPI and all had certain 

limitations. Additionally, these studies did not control for previous academic performance, which has 

been identified as a consistent predictor of academic success (e.g. Ting & Robinson, 1998; McManus 

2005). However, Zimbardo and Boyd (2008) reported that Future orientated individuals did not show 

higher IQ levels, suggesting a behavioural aspect may influence Future/GPA relationships. Finally, 

these studies did not consider BTP and its relation to undergraduate grades or GPA. The present 

study addressed these limitations by exploring actual grades in relation to the original component 

ZTPI structure and BTP, whilst controlling for previous academic performance.  

The above findings may be explained by certain behaviours associated with Future orientation. Such 

individuals spend considerable time focusing on long-term goals (Zimbardo, 2012) which may 

include achieving a good degree; the stepping stones to which, are achieving good coursework and 

examination results. Individuals with high levels of Future can focus on long-term goals at the 

expense of present gratification and may be able to resist the hedonic-pulls associated with the 

student experience (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Conversely, Present orientated students typically had 

lower rates of attendance and arrived late for classes (ibid). Living in the present, means decisions 

are made with little regard for the past and future (Zimbardo). This may explain the negative 

associations with Present-Fatalism and GPA, but it is curious as to why studies have not identified 

such associations with Present-Hedonism.  

Research has explored TP in relation to other student success variables, including motivation and 

learning. With education being a future oriented investment, those highly motivated to achieve 

success are more likely focused on future outcomes (Phalet et al., 2004). Having clearly defined goals 

can help encourage motivation in students (ibid). Phan (2009) used the Future ZTPI component in a 
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conceptual model assessing several areas of academic achievement (N= 275). Future orientated 

students were more likely to engage in deep processing strategies and expend meaningful effort into 

their learning. It was suggested that such students have a greater capacity to envisage the long-term 

outcomes of tasks and were more motivated to apply deeper levels of processing (ibid). It was 

anticipated that the PSSQ in the current investigation would provide some indication as to the areas 

of academic success most associated with Future and other ZTPI components. 

Horstmanshof and Zimitat (2007) found Future orientation predicted deeper levels of academic 

engagement and application. In addition to better motivation, Future orientated individuals were 

considered to be more aligned with the broad goals of University education. Future goals have been 

associated with motivation towards learning (Andriessen, Phalet & Lens, 2006) and were considered 

important for learning achievement among students (Phalet et al, 2004). Future orientation focuses 

attention away from past failures and setbacks (ibid). Students with clear goals are likely to perceive 

more opportunities and hence, more likely to relate present learning experiences to long-term 

outcomes. Usart and Romero (2012) used interactive game-based-learning (GBL) to teach and assess 

participants. GBL has previously been identified to suit present orientated individuals and no 

performance differences between future and present orientated participants were established. 

However, when asked about the future usefulness of the GBL experience, the Future oriented 

participants perceived it being more useful in relation to their future goals. 

Future is theorised to fit well with educational models which promote the delaying of gratification, 

goal-setting and cost-benefit analysis (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). Conversely, education may have an 

impact on developing Future orientation (ibid). For example, Zimbardo and Boyd, (1999) reported 

evidence indicating that present oriented individuals were more likely to turn up late for research 

participation, and three times more likely than Future oriented students to not show up at all. 

Future oriented students may have superior problem solving abilities and have responded differently 

to Presents at solving a maze tasks (Zimbardo & Maslach, 1992 as cited in Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). 
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Presents tended to start quickly, proceeding to following the path towards the goal. Future oriented 

participants started by studying the maze to assess their options prior to route finding and some 

reported starting at the goal and working backward. Over 80% of Future’s solved the maze in time, 

compared to under 60% of Presents.  

The current Investigation explored relationships between the ZTPI variables and a range of measures 

pertaining to student success (Year-1 Average-Grade and PSSQ factors) to extend the focus from 

grades alone (Dean, 1998). As there were a large number of variables associated with student 

success, it was considered useful to additionally establish profile groups regarding success variables 

and explore between-group differences on ZTPI scores. One criticism of the research exploring TP in 

relation to student success, is that some subscales have either been explored in absence of the 

others (i.e. Shell & Husman, 2001; Phan, 2006) or very little attention has been paid to exploring the 

association of all five scales in relation to each other. This is a point expressed by Boniwell and 

Zimbardo (2004) who state the importance of BTP. However, despite theoretically being optimal for 

many areas of achievement, BTP has not been assessed in relation to student success and grades.  

Whilst details regarding the Investigation 2 methodology are presented in Chapter 6, interpreting 

the predictions requires some preliminary information. Firstly, repeated questionnaire 

measurements took place on three separate occasions throughout Year 1. Series 1 (S1) occurred at 

the start of the year, Series 2 (S2) occurred at the start of Term 2 and Series 3 (S3) occurred at the 

end of the first academic year. UCAS Average was an indication of previous academic performance 

established by calculating the average UCAS points, expressed as a percentage of the maximum 

possible points each student could have potentially obtained (See 6.3.3 in Chapter 6).   

5.3.1. Time-Perspective and GPA Predictions 

The following predictions concerning ZTPI variables and grades were made in light of the research 

and theory presented above. Firstly, preliminary correlational analyses were conducted, where ZTPI 
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variables from S1 and S3 were correlated with Year-1 Average-Grade (AG). It was expected that ZTPI 

variables from S1 and S3: Future, BTP(a) and BTP(b), alongside UCAS Average, would demonstrate 

significant positive associations with Year-1 AG. Furthermore, Present-Fatalism was expected to be 

significantly (negatively) associated with Year-1 AG.  

A series of multiple regression analyses were then used to further examine these associations. The 

following predictions were made for both S1 and S3 ZTPI Variables which were assessed separately: 

P1. (a) A Future and Present-Fatalist model would significantly predict Year-1 AG. 

(b) A combined UCAS-Average, Future and Present-Fatalist model would significantly predict 

Year-1 AG.  

(c) Future and Present-Fatalist would be able to predict Year-1 AG when UCAS Average was 

controlled for. 

P2. (a) Both BTP measurements would individually predict AG. 

(b) A combined UCAS Average, BTP(a) model would significantly predict Year-1 AG and BTP(a) 

would be able to predict Year-1 AG when UCAS Average is controlled for. 

(c) A combined UCAS Average, BTP(b) model would significantly predict Year-1 AG and BTP(b) 

would be able to predict Year-1 AG when UCAS Average is controlled for. 

5.3.2. Time-Perspective and PSSQ Predictions 

The PSSQ and its additional examination-success subscale (PSSQ2) have not been used in TP 

research before, so direct predictions were not possible. However, several previous studies have 

explored similar variables in combination with the ZTPI. Past-Negative was consistently associated 

with psychological health difficulties (e.g. Van Beek et al., 2011; Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011) 

suggesting a potential inverse relationship with PSSQ F5: Successful Healthy Living and F7: 

Enthusiasm. In addition, Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) found positive associations between Past-
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Negative and self-reported shyness; and inverse associations between Past-Negative and 

friendliness. This suggested potential negative associations with F4: Social Success. Additionally, 

Present-Hedonism was associated with high levels of energy and negatively associated with shyness 

(Ibid). Present-Hedonists are playful, impulsive and make good friends, lovers and party guests 

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). It was therefore expected that Present-Hedonism would be positively 

associated with PSSQ F4: Social Success. 

Future orientation has been associated with academic performance and other academic areas. It 

was therefore expected to be associated with the four PSSQ factors pertaining to academic success 

(PSSQ F1: Learning and Studying Skills, F6: University Work, F7: Enthusiasm and PSSQ 2: Examination 

Success). In addition, future oriented individuals tend to be wealthier and more career-focused 

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008), suggesting potential relationships between Future and PSSQ F2: Career 

Ambition and F3: Financial Management. Conversely, the pessimistic outlook associated with 

Present-Fatalism (e.g. Naeger, 2001) combined with the lack of goal-focus and self-reported 

academic performance (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) would suggest negative associations with the four 

academic PSSQ factors. In addition, a lack of consideration about future consequences (ibid) may 

suggest that Present-Fatalism would be negatively associated with career ambition.  

Past-Positive is associated with friendliness, energy (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) and resilience to 

psychological health problems (Van Beek et al., 2011), suggesting relationships with PSSQ F4: Social 

Success and F5: Healthy Living. BTP has only been assessed by a small number of studies on a small 

number of variables, generally associated with SWB. However, the BTP calculations require 

moderately high levels of Future and low levels of Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism. Theory 

suggesting BTP is optimal for psychological and physical health and societal functioning (Zimbardo & 

Boyd, 1999) would suggest positive associations with all eight PSSQ variables. Both BTP(a) and 

BTP(b) were expected to positively associate with all 8 PSSQ subsections. All predictions were 

assessed among four sets of variables: S1 ZTPI variables, S2 PSSQ(a) variables, S3 ZTPI variables and 
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S3 PSSQ(1) and PSSQ(2) variables. Three sets of relationships were examined using the following 

variable combinations:  

S1 Time-Perspective  S2 PSSQ 
S1 Time-Perspective  S3 PSSQ & PSSQ(2) 
S3 Time-Perspective  S3 PSSQ & PSSQ(2) 

5.3.3. Time-Perspective and Success Cluster Predictions 

Three sub-groups of students were identified using HCA, on nine variables associated with end-of-

year student success. These were broadly categorised as high, middle and low success groups. The 

differences between the groups tended to be on variables associated with academic success, so the 

TP variables discussed above were considered most relevant. The following predictions were made 

(due to the multiple variables examined, three sequential predictions were made for clarity): 

P3. There would be a significant multivariate difference between the three groups on the combined 

S1 ZTPI sub-scales and both measures of BTP. 

P4. The high success group would have significantly higher levels of S1 Future orientation, BTP(a) 

and BTP(b) and significantly lower levels of Present-Fatalism than the other two groups. 

P5. The low success group will have significantly lower levels of S1 Future orientation, BTP(a) and 

BTP(b) and significantly higher levels of Present-Fatalism than the other two groups. 

5.3.4. Time Perspective and Dropout Predictions 

Seven participants failed the year and left or were terminated by the Institution. As this form of 

dropout was based on academic performance, predictions were based on the same research and 

theoretical underpinnings described above: 

P6. Participants who dropped out of university would have significantly lower S1 Future, BTP(a), 

BTP(b) and higher Present-Fatalism than those who did not. 
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5.4. Time-Perspective and Psychological  Problems 

Considerable evidence has associated the ZTPI with psychological difficulties, in particular the Past-

Negative and Present-Fatalist orientations. Associations include depression (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; 

Van Beek at al., 2011; Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011; Pluck et al., 2008; Lavalla, 2004; Naeger, 

2001), anxiety (Zimbardo & Boyd; Anagnostopoulos & Griva), Negative-Affect (Desmyter & De Raedt, 

2012; Boniwell et al., 2010; Wills, Sandy & Yaeger, 2001), emotional instability, aggression and low 

self esteem among a series of problematic behaviours such as addictions (Zimbardo & Boyd). Whilst 

Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism generally correlate positively with psychological difficulties, 

evidence suggests the Past-Positive orientation may act as a defence to psychological adversity (Van 

Beek et al.; Zimbardo et al., 2012). Interventions for enhancing Past-Positive may be particularly 

important for HE students.  

Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) identified relationships between BDI scores and all five ZTPI subscales (N= 

205), signifying the model significantly interacts with depression. Whilst, associations were weak in 

magnitude for Present-Hedonism (r= .20), Future (r= -.19) and Past-Positive (r= -.17) (possibly not 

achieving significance among a smaller sample), stronger positive associations were evident for Past-

Negative (r= .59) and Present-Fatalism (r= .37). Theoretically, this was expected; reflecting on 

negative experiences and having a sense of no control reflects DSM-5 (2013) criteria associated with 

depressive illness (I.e. negative thoughts and hopelessness). However, the time element of TP adds 

an additional dimension which has been elaborated on by Zimbardo et al. (2012) who demonstrated 

that TP can provide a useful set of metaphors for understanding and treating psychological 

difficulties. Such approaches may be of particular value to HE counselling departments. 

Positive relationships between Past-Negative/Present-Fatalism and depression have subsequently 

been identified (e.g. Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011; Van Beek et al., 2011; Naeger, 2001). However, 

Van Beek et al. and Naeger reported stronger negative associations between Past-Positive and 
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depression than Zimbardo and Boyd (1999). In both cases, this Past-Positive/depression relationship 

surpassed the magnitude of the Present-Fatalism/depression association. Whilst Past-Positive is 

theorised to generally act as a buffer to psychological distress, its impact could have been amplified 

by some characteristic of Van Beek et al.’s and Naeger’s sample.  Neither of these studies found any 

significant relationships between Present-Hedonism and depression and only Neager found a weak 

significant relationship between Future and depression, similar in magnitude to that identified by 

Zimbardo and Boyd. However, all three of these studies used different measures of depression from 

the Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) study.  

Van Beek et al.’s (2011) diverse sample comprised 32 psychiatric patients and 44 healthy 

participants. Depression and suicidality were measured using the BDI-II (1996), alongside personality 

disorders. Significant positive correlations (strong magnitude) were found between Past-Negative 

and depression/suicidality (r= .84 and r= .78 respectively). Smaller correlations were found between 

Present-Fatalism and depression (r= .39); Present-Fatalism and suicidality (r= .46). The magnitudes of 

these correlations were relatively high in comparison to other studies which may reflect extremities 

of mental health within the sample, supporting the idea that TP is particularly relevant for 

depressive illness. Van Beek et al. additionally compared ZTPI scores between the healthy and 

treatment groups revealing significantly higher scores on Past-Negative and Present-Fatalistic, and 

significantly lower scores on Past-Positive among the latter. They theorised that Past-Negative 

individuals acquire a personality development, where a disproportional focus on negative past 

experiences occurred at the expense of positive ones, resulting in greater present negative 

disturbances. In addition, a greater negative focus in the present was considered to trigger 

subsequent negative memories (ibid). This concept of a cyclical nature was elaborated upon by 

Zimbardo, et al. (2012), suggesting a frequent focus on prior negative experiences involved reliving 

the associated feelings and emotions in the present. This makes the present experience a negative 
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one and a future negative memory, which can result in a cycle of negativity, ultimately leading to 

psychological difficulties and a pessimistic outlook.  

On a sample of 225 US students, Naeger (2001) identified significant relationships (moderate 

magnitude) between Past-Negative and the Optimism (r= -.38) and Pessimism (r= .40). Comparable 

relationships, but of a slightly lesser magnitude, were reported between Present-Fatalism and 

Optimism/Pessimism, thus providing some evidence for the negative outlook associated with the 

cyclical notion mentioned above. In addition, Naeger also identified a positive relationship between 

Past-Positive and optimism and a negative relationship between Past-Positive and Pessimism of a 

greater magnitude of those associated with Present-Fatalism.  

Whilst research has generally demonstrated positive relationships between three ZTPI subsections 

(Past-Negative/Present-Fatalist/Past-Positive) and depression, Pluck et al. (2008) reported conflicting 

findings. No significant associations between ZTPI scores and depression were found among a 

homeless sample of participants and only Past-Negative was significantly associated with depression 

(r= .35) in a control group (non-homeless). The homeless individuals however, reported higher levels 

of depression, Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism than the controls. The authors concluded that TP 

operated independently of depression among homeless individuals, suggesting they represented a 

special case of participant from a more uncertain environment which may promote extremes in 

psychological and behavioural functioning. However, the current study assessed student participants 

for which previous research is more consistent. 

Participants scoring high on Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism tend to be significantly more 

anxious and less emotionally stable than those with high Past-Positive scores (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

2008). Anxiety has been identified as showing similar relationships to TP as depression (e.g. 

Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011). Although not examined to such an extent, 

trait-anxiety has been positively associated with Past-Negative and greater in magnitude than 
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associations with depression (Zimbardo & Boyd; Anagnostopoulos & Griva). Anxiety is a big concern 

among students (McCrea, 2009), and planning activities and meeting deadlines can be hard work for 

susceptible individuals (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). Such individuals may therefore feel safe in a past 

orientation. Additionally, the negative cyclical nature is reported to be particularly relevant for 

anxiety disorders such as PTSD (Zimbardo, et al., 2012). Anxiety producing Past-Negative thoughts 

can trigger present anxiety, thus making the present a negative experience.  However, an awareness 

of the interaction between anxiety and TP can be used to treat anxiety disorders (ibid) and may be of 

particular value to the current research, if student anxiety can be predicted by the ZTPI. 

Future orientation has generally revealed either small negative correlations (e.g. Zimbardo & Boyd, 

1999) or no significant relationships with anxiety (e.g. Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011). Whilst 

Future is often described in positive terms (I.e. Kauffman & Husman, 2004), Zaleski (2008) suggested 

a strong focus on the (uncertain) future can cause a fear of negative future outcomes. Zimbardo 

(2012) discussed anxiety related issues associated with a future bias, including male impotence and 

performance anxiety. Moderate levels of Future may act as a buffer to anxiety, but very high levels 

could lead to anxiety. This may appear as a minimal relationship when subjected to linear 

correlations. However, a non linear relationship may be present. The current investigation compared 

linear and non-linear regression models to examine the Future/Anxiety relationship. 

One limitation of the studies reported above is that all measures were usually taken at roughly the 

same point in time. Combined with the notion that these studies were generally correlational or 

quasi-experimental in design, it was difficult to assess causal influences and the direction of the 

reported relationships. Whilst the current study was not experimental, it aimed to examine 

participants based on their scores over time. Depression and Anxiety onset groups were defined, 

consisting of students who started the year with minimal anxiety/depression (respectively), but 

reported severe or extremely-severe anxiety/depression at end of Year-1. Corresponding healthy 

groups were also defined, consisting of those reporting minimal levels of anxiety and depression at 
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both time points. Differences in Past-Negative, Present-Fatalist and Past-Positive scores as assessed 

at the beginning of the year were compared. If any of these variables could predict depression or 

anxiety onset, TP modification may be particularly valuable for vulnerable students. 

5.4.1. Time-Perspective and Psychological Problems: Aims and Predictions 

Prior to establishing the impact of TP on student psychological problems, a small number of 

preliminary analyses were conducted with regards to previous research in student mental health 

(see Chapter 1 for mored detailed overview). Previous research has identified that female students 

experience higher levels of anxiety and depression than males (e.g. Andrews & Wilding, 2004; Webb 

et al., 1996). Additionally, anxiety and depression levels have been found to increase whilst at 

University (e.g. Andrews & Wilding). In light of this research, the following predictions were made: 

 

P7. Females would have significantly higher levels of anxiety and depression (S1 & S3) than males.  

P8. Scores on DASS subscales (depression and anxiety) would be significantly lower in S1 than in S3. 

P9. Participants reporting current psychological difficulties (question PP1) would be significantly 

lower in S1 than in S3. 

Preliminary correlational analyses assessed whether ZTPI variables related to depression, anxiety, 

stress and Negative-Affect at the beginning of Term 1 (S1) and at the end of Term 2 (S3). With 

respect to the research discussed above it was expected that: Past-Negative and Present-Fatalsim 

(S1 and S3) would show positive associations and Past-Positive, BTP(a) and BTP(b) (S1 and S3) would 

show negative associations with the three DASS subscales (depression, anxiety, stress) and the 

PANAS Negative Affect from the same series (I.e. when assessed at the same point in time). These 

relationships were also anticipated with ZTPI scales from S1 and measures pertaining to 

psychological problems in S3.  However, due to the time difference between measurements, the 

magnitude of the relationships was expected to be smaller. 
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Hierarchical regression was used to establish whether S1 ZTPI scores predict general psychological 

problems occurring at the same time. The following predictions were made: 

P10.  (a) A combined Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist model from S1 would                   

significantly predict S1 DASS total. 

(b) Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist from S1 would individually and 

significantly contribute unique variance to Series 1 DASS total. 

A subsequent hierarchical regression analysis was used to establish whether S1 ZTPI scores were 

predictive of end of term psychological problems. The following predictions were made: 

P11.  (a) A combined Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist model from S1 will 

significantly predict S3 DASS total 

(b) Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist from S1 would individually and 

significantly contribute unique variance to S3 DASS total. 

To assess differences between participants with consistently high levels of psychological problems 

and those with consistently low levels, two groups were formed. Low and high scores were 

identified on four variables pertaining to psychological difficulties using 33rd and 66th percentile splits 

(S1 DASS total & PANAS Negative-Affect and S3 DASS total & PANAS Negative-Affect). Those with 

scores above the 66th percentile on all 4 variables were classified as the high psychological-problem 

group (n= 13). Participants scoring below the 33rd percentile on all 4 variables were assigned to the 

low psychological-problem group (n= 16). The following prediction was made: 

P12. The High Psychological-Problem Group would have significantly higher levels of Past-

Negative and Present-Fatalism (S1) and significantly lower levels of Past-Positive, BTP(a) and 

BTP(B) (S1) than the Low Psychological-Problem Group. 
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To assess whether ZTPI variables at the start of Year 1 (S1) could provide an indication of depression 

onset at the end of Year 1 (S3), two groups were identified: The depression-healthy group consisted 

of students reporting low-mild levels of depression in S1 and in S3, whilst the depression-onset 

group consisted of those who had low-mild levels of depression in S1, but reported severe-extremely 

severe depression in S3. The following prediction was made: 

P13. The Depression onset-group would have significantly higher levels of PN and PF and lower 

levels of PP, BTP(a) and BTP(b) in S1 than the Depression healthy-group 

The same assessment as above was conducted for anxiety, where anxiety onset and healthy groups 

were identified. The following prediction was made: 

P14. The Anxiety onset-group will have significantly higher levels of PN and PF and lower levels of 

PP, BTP(a) and BTP(b) in S1 than the Anxiety healthy-group 

To assess whether there was a non-linear relationship between Future orientation and anxiety, a 

linear regression model was fitted, followed by a curvilinear model using a quadratic expression of 

the IV. Differences between the models were examined to test the following prediction: 

P15. A non-linear relationship would exist between S1 future orientation and S1 DASS anxiety. 

5.5. Time-Perspective and SWB  

Past orientations are frequently associated with SWB (e.g. Drake et al., 2008; Naeger, 2001; 

Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Past-Negative has typically been inversely related to subjective happiness 

(Drake et al.; Boniwell et al., 2010), life satisfaction (Naeger; Kazakina, 1999; Boniwell et al.) and 

Positive-Affect (Boniwell et al.), whereas in all cases, Past-Positive has revealed positive associations. 
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Past-Negative involves a frequent reflecting on negative past experiences, and has been associated 

with psychological ill-health. It is therefore unsurprising that it has been inversely associated with 

SWB. Past-Positive reflects a warm nostalgic view of the past (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) and is 

theorised to involve the experience of more positive emotions in the present (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

2008). Whilst many people believe their memories are reliable, evidence indicates this is not always 

the case (ibid). Memories can be changed, altered, filtered and even fabricated (Loftus, 1979; Loftus 

& Hoffman, 1989) and this may be considered more likely for those re-living past experiences on a 

regular basis (Zimbardo & Boyd). Whilst Past-Positive individuals may reminisce the past through 

rose coloured spectacles (ibid), there are several advantages of scoring highly on Past-Positive. Such 

individuals have demonstrated high levels of self-esteem and happiness (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999), 

agreeableness and energy (Goldberg & Maslach, 1996) and life satisfaction. Therefore, interventions 

enhancing Past-Positive among students may also enhance SWB as well as resilience.  

Present-Hedonism reflects happiness in the present (Boniwell et al., 2010) and has been associated 

with life satisfaction (Neager, 2001; Boniwell et al., 2010) and subjective happiness (Drake et al., 

2008). However, the associations with such measures of SWB are generally small. Boniwell et al. 

(2010) suggested this is because scales such as the SWLS additionally assess other areas of SWB 

which are not just hedonic or short-term. This is also true of the SHS which tends to measure 

momentary and enduring levels of happiness. Living in the moment, seeking pleasure and avoiding 

pain may promote momentary satisfaction, but if this is at the expense of achieving future goals or 

reflecting on previous joys, it is understandable why long-term (eudemonic) happiness may not be 

ascertained.  

Present-Fatalism is considered a negative present orientation differing considerably from Present-

Hedonism (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). As reported above, it typically demonstrates associations with 

psychological difficulties including anxiety and depression, so theoretically should be negatively 

associated with both hedonic and eudemonic SWB. However, research tends to be inconsistent with 
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regards to this. Drake et al. (2008) found no associations with Present-Fatalism and subjective 

happiness, whereas Neager (2001) identified comparable findings regarding the SWLS, but reported 

a negative correlation with happiness. On the other hand, Boniwell et al. (2010) reported significant 

negative associations among a Russian sample of participants between Present-Fatalism and the SHS 

(r= .22) and Present-Fatalism and the SWLS (r= .23). 

Drake et al., (2008) provide limited explanation for the lack of association between Present-Fatalism 

and subjective happiness, suggesting it does not necessarily preclude concern for future 

consequences. It is possible that Present-Fatalists are indifferent to happiness and may contentedly 

accept their fate (Flora, 2009). Scale-items measuring Present-Fatalism have little emotional content, 

and may even suggest a positive preference for this orientation (i.e. ‘Often luck pays off better than 

hard work’). However, this does not explain the associations found by Naeger (2001) and Boniwell et 

al. (2010). Naeger did use a different measure of subjective happiness, which was designed as a bi-

polar depression-happiness scale. Naeger suggested there may be other contributory factors 

including optimism and pessimism which were shown to also have comparable negative 

associations. Only Boniwell et al. reported inter-item correlations which showed moderate positive 

relationships between Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism. It is therefore possible that the Past-

Negative association explains the affective aspects associated with subjective happiness. 

Literature is divided regarding the impact of Future orientation on SWB (Boniwell et al., 2010). 

Futures experience numerous advantages, including becoming better educated (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

2008; Shell & Husman, 2001; Phalet et al, 2004), having higher paid jobs and earning more money 

(Zimbardo & Boyd). They tend to be healthier (ibid), and practice better health behaviours including 

regular medical check-ups (Guarino et al., 1999), taking out better health-care insurance (Zimbardo, 

2012) and are less likely to smoke and drink, (Keough, Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). They are 

conscientious, have increased energy and impulse control (Zimbardo & Boyd). These multiple 
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positive benefits have encouraged some authors to consider Future paramount to SWB (e.g. 

Desmyter & De Raedt, 2012; Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008).  

However, several studies have not identified such relationships. This seems to be the general 

consensus with regard to subjective happiness, life satisfaction and positive affect (e.g. Drake et al., 

2008; Naeger, 2001, Boniwell et al., 2010). There are several drawbacks of excessive Future including 

workaholism (Boniwell et al., 2010), sacrificing friends and family for success (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

2008) and being future focused at the expense of enjoying the present (Zimbardo, 2012), which may 

balance out its effects on SWB. In addition, Boniwell et al. suggested that small associations with 

Future and Past-Negative may indicate that Future arises in response to negative past experiences. 

This could result in Future oriented individuals having a critical view of their past resulting in 

decreased SWB.  

Many of the studies reported above are cross-sectional in nature and measures were generally taken 

at the same point in time. In addition to assessing cross-sectional relationships, the present study 

adds a new dimension by exploring differences between consistently happy students (those 

reporting high SWB in S1 and S3) in comparison to those consistently unhappy. Predictors of SWB 

would likely be of significant value to many parties within HE, particularly if those variables could be 

developed within students to enhance their HE experience. 

5.5.1. Time-Perspective and SWB Predictions 

Preliminary correlational analyses were conducted to examine TP relationships with SWB. On 

account of the research discussed above (e.g. Drake et al, 2008; Boniwell et al, 2010; Naeger, 2001) 

several relationships were predicted. Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism were expected to 

demonstrate negative associations and Past-Positive, BTP(a) and BTP(b) would show positive 

associations with measures pertaining to SWB (SWLS, SHS, PANAS Positive-Affect) from the same 
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series. These relationships were also anticipated with S1 ZTPI variables and S3 SWB variables. As 

discussed above, Future and SWB relationships have been inconsistent in previous research; 

however, as Future is particularly relevant to student success, small positive associations were 

expected with SWB, but only when taken at the same time points. 

In addition to assessing cross-sectional relationships, the present study added a new dimension by 

exploring differences between consistently happy participants in comparison to those consistently 

unhappy. Low and high scores were identified on four variables pertaining to SWB using 33rd and 66th 

percentile splits (S1 SWLS; SHS and S3 SWLS; SHS). Those with scores above the 66th percentile on all 

four variables were classified as the high SWB group (n= 16). Participants scoring below the 33rd 

percentile on all four variables were assigned to the low SWB group (n= 17). The prediction was: 

P16. The High SWB Group would have significantly higher levels of Past-Positive, BTP(a) and 

BTP(b) and significantly lower levels of Past-Negative and Present Fatalist than the Low 

Psychological-Problem Group (S1). 

5.6. Character-Strengths  

Strengths and virtues are widely recognised in various philosophical, religious and psychological 

literatures and are steeped in scholastic history. The philosophical strands of ethics and religiosity 

have made contributions to understanding virtues since the dawn of Greek Philosophy (Peterson & 

Seligman, 2004). From a moral philosophical perspective, notions of virtue have been associated 

with Socrates (469-399 B.C.E) who promoted self development over material assets. Moral virtue 

was discussed in depth within Aristotelian Ethics which have influenced themes such as the 

importance of friendships and emotion to a good life (Sherman, 1999). Throughout history, 

hundreds of strengths have been identified and documented (Snyder & Lopez, 2005). Modern 

academia and commercial organisations have experienced several waves (varying in success) of 
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identifying and categorising strengths. The most prominent of these endeavours resulted in the 

Clifton Gallup Strengths Finder (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001) and the Values in Action - Inventory of 

Strengths (VIA-IS; Peterson & Seligman).  

5.6.1. Measuring Strengths 

The Clifton Gallup Strengths-Finder is a self-report measure launched in 1999 (Buckingham & Clifton, 

2001). It assessed 35 (later reduced to 34) distinct attributes associated with positive human 

functioning and excellence (ibid). These included natural talents and skills such as communication, 

discipline, adaptability, intellection and focus. Derived from a substantial amount of empirical work 

exploring success across a number educational and business domains, the Strengths-Finder aimed to 

provide individuals with an insight into their talents and skills, alongside the knowledge of how to 

build on them by developing strengths to suit their roles in life (Peterson & Park, 2007). As a 

business model, the Gallup Organisation provides individuals with a variety of products and services 

(mainly books with additional internet based questionnaires). In this sense, the Strengths-Finder 

could be considered more of a self-development tool, as opposed to an academic measure of 

strengths. On this basis, the Strengths Finder was considered to be more suited for personal self-

development than as a reliable and empirical measure for the research purposes of the present 

Investigation. Also, unlike the VIA-IS, the Gallup Strengths Finder does not clearly distinguish 

between natural talents and strengths (ibid).  

5.6.2. The VIA-IS 

The VIA-IS (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) is a Likert-type measuring tool, assessing the extent to which 

individuals possess 24 Character Strengths (CS) and represents a key component of the PP 

movement (Snyder & Lopez, 2005). Whilst certain strengths have previously been studied in 

isolation, the work surrounding the VIA-IS has encouraged the exploration of strengths as a unified 
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entity (Linley et al., 2007). Contributions from experts in numerous disciplines have resulted in the 

cataloguing of psychological strengths, conceptualised as positive traits (Peterson & Park, 2009). 

Each is affiliated with one of six virtues, considered morally good and highly valued human 

characteristics in multiple cultures and throughout history (ibid). The strengths are not exclusive to, 

nor exhaustive of each virtue, and could be considered a route to displaying a particular virtue (ibid). 

The VIA-IS could be considered a positive equivalent to the DSM-5 (APA, 2013). Metaphorically, 

strengths could be considered as symptoms, whereas virtues may be mental-illnesses. However, the 

VIA-IS endeavoured to eliminate certain concerns regarding the DSM classification system including, 

its overly complex and reductionist nature with too many categories that are often extremely 

heterogeneous (Peterson & Park). The 24 strengths are each assessed with ten Likert-type scale-

items, where participants express their agreement to each, using a five-point scale (1: very much 

unlike me, 5: very much like me). In the spirit of personality psychology, Peterson and Seligman 

(2004) applied a trait-like approach to the study character, whereby individual differences were 

recognised as general and stable, but shaped by the individuals setting and thus, capable of change. 

Peterson & Seligman described a conceptual hierarchy used for understanding strengths and virtues 

consisting of virtues, CS and situational themes. 

Virtues have been defined as core moral characteristics displayed by individuals, which are valued by 

moral philosophers and religious thinkers (Peterson & Park, 2004). Each strength is an ingredient of 

one of six overarching virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Associated strengths provide an instance 

of the virtue category in its use, but do not cause or fully explain each virtue. Peterson and Seligman 

envisaged that strengths would become more exclusive and exhaustive to their associated virtues as 

research persists. The six virtues categories covered by the VIA-IS are: (1) Wisdom and Knowledge, 

(2) Courage, (3) Humanity, (4) Justice, (5) Temperance and (6) Transcendence. All six are valued 

among numerous cultures worldwide (Seligman, 2003) and vary with regards to the number of 

strengths associated with each (ranging from 3 – 5).  
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The 24 VIA-IS strengths have been defined as psychological processes and mechanisms embodied as 

positive traits, generally distinct from one another and arguably uni-dimensional (Peterson & Park, 

2004). Strengths are represented by individual differences that are relatively stable but also 

malleable and can be shaped by an individual’s setting (Ibid). They are considered to arise naturally 

and feel authentic (Brdar & Kashdan, 2010), but considered to be distinct from natural talents 

(Seligman, 2003). Seligman and Peterson developed a series of ten criteria for identifying and 

selecting the strengths to include in the VIA Inventory. These were: 1) A strength should contribute 

to the fulfilments that constitute a good life, 2) Each strength is morally valued in its own right, 3) 

The display of strengths does not diminish other people in the vicinity, 4) If the a strength has 

positive opposite, it counts against regarding it as a strength, 5) A strength should be trait-like in that 

is has relative stability across situations and time,  6) A strength has to be distinct from others in the 

classification and cannot decompose into them, 7) A strength is embodied in cultural paragons, 8) In 

most cases there should be the existence of prodigies with respect to the strength, 9) There should 

be the existence of people who selectively show the absence of a given strength and 10) Larger 

society provides institutions and rituals for cultivating strengths and virtues (Peterson & Seligman). 

The 24 VIA-IS Strengths and 6 Virtues are briefly described below in Table 5.1.  
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Table 5.1 
VIA-IS: Character Strengths and Virtues (adapted from Seligman & Peterson, 2004) 

Wisdom and Knowledge (Virtue 1): Five cognitive CS associated with acquiring and facilitating the use of knowledge. 

1) Creativity [Originality, Integrity]: Devising and practicing productive and novel ways of doing things, including artistic 
expression and achievement. 

2) Curiosity [Interest, Novelty-Seeking, Openness to Experience]: Being interested in ongoing experience, exploring, 
discovering and finding subjects and topics interesting.  

3) Open-Mindedness [Judgment, Critical Thinking]: Being able to critically evaluate things, adapting view to new 
information and to avoid jumping to erroneous conclusions. 

4) Love of Learning: Interest to engage in learning, building systematically on what an individual knows, mastering skills, 
topics and knowledge. 

5) Perspective [Wisdom]: A superior level of judgement and knowledge, ways of viewing the word which makes sense to 
the self and others, separate from intelligence. 

Courage (Virtue 2): Four emotional CS which assist in completing goals in the face of opposition (Internal & external). 

6) Bravery [Valour]: Facing challenges, an individual defending what they deem is right even if ostracized by others. Not 
cowering from pain and threatening situations. 

7) Persistence [Perseverance, Industriousness]: Completing endeavours, persisting with discipline until a task is done. 
Finding fulfilment in completion and enduring when difficulties arise. 

8) Integrity [Authenticity, Honesty]: The individual being genuine and truthful to their self and others.  
9) Vitality [Zest, Enthusiasm, Vigour, Energy]: The subjective experience of possessing energy, adventurousness and 

invigoration. An individual feeling alert, invigorated and well. 

Humanity (Virtue 3): Interpersonal traits manifested in relationships with others involving loving, caring & befriending.  

10) Love: Has cognitive, behavioural and emotional elements where individuals associate value to close and caring 
relationships with other individuals. In particular, relationships that are reciprocated by others. 

11) Kindness [Generosity, Nurturance, Care, Altruistic Love, Niceness]: Caring for and valuing others, doing favours and 
good deeds for them. Not expecting reciprocation for such deeds. 

12) Social intelligence [Emotional Intelligence, Personal Intelligence]: Awareness & understanding of the emotions, 
motivations, needs & desires of self & others. Managing emotions. Able to use this information to achieve social goals.  

Justice (Virtue 4): Strengths demonstrated when among groups. Civic strengths that underlie community life. 

13) Citizenship [Social Responsibility, loyalty, Teamwork]: Working well as a group member. Showing group obligation 
and loyalty, surpassing personal interests for those of the group. 

14) Fairness: An individual treating all people the same and as they would expect to be treated themselves. A product of 
moral judgement and what people determine as right and wrong. 

15) Leadership: Cognitive & temperament attributes associated with the social phenomenon of leading and encouraging a 
group to which the individual is a member. Defining and understanding group goals and plans to achieve them. 

Temperance (Virtue 5): Four CS that individuals use to moderate and protect against excess. 

16) Forgiveness and Mercy: Being forgiving to those who have done wrong. Not being vengeful and being willing to give 
individuals a second chance. 

17) Humility and Modesty: Individuals who avoid the limelight and showing off their achievements. Such individuals tend 
to be humble and do not regard themselves as superior to others, whilst not underestimating their ability.  

18) Prudence: A cognitive orientation to an individual’s future and involves resisting the temptation of the present, being 
careful about choices and not taking undue risk.  

19) Self-Regulation [Self-Control]: An individual exerting control over their responses and regulating their emotions, 
impulses & behaviours so as to pursue goals and live up to standards. Often disciplined & focused on long term goals.  

Transcendence (Virtue 6): Strengths that connect people to the larger universe and provide them with meaning.  

20) Appreciation of beauty & excellence [Awe, Wonder, Elevation]: Individuals with this strength appreciate and admire 
beauty and excellence in the various domains of their lives. This strength connects individuals to the world. 

21) Gratitude: Being able to experience and express thankfulness for the good things that happen. Includes the 
psychological response and experience of transcendent emotion of grace.  

22) Hope, [Optimism, Future-Mindedness, Future Orientation]: Focusing on a good future outcome and expecting to 
achieve it. Being confident that a good future can be brought about.  

23) Humour [Playfulness]: Laughing, teasing and connecting with others whilst having fun and experiencing happy 
emotions. Laughing along with people and making others laugh. Having fun and enjoyment in daily experience. 

24) Spirituality [Religiousness, Faith, Purpose]: Possessing beliefs about a higher purpose, intrigued by the ontological 
and epistemological perplexities of life and the universe.  Often associated with religious beliefs. 
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5.6.3. Signature Strengths and Rank-Ordering of Strengths 

Signature Strengths are considered “personal traits” that an individual “owns, celebrates and 

frequently exercises” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p.18.). The VIA Institute provides respondents a 

within-participant account of their top five strengths which can help indicate their Signature 

Strengths (Peterson & Park, 2007). However, not all five will necessarily be authentic or owned by all 

individuals (Seligman, 2003). Whilst assessing an individual’s top strengths was considered an 

attractive option for this research, it is difficult to operationalise. Participants can theoretically 

achieve the same scores on all strength categories making it impossible identify their top five.  

However, previous research has established the rank order of strengths among samples or sub-

samples (e.g. Linley et al., 2007) to compare the top strengths of groups and identify patterns. The 

current investigation also compared the rank order of strengths from particular groups. Additionally, 

each participant completed the VIA-IS twice (at the start and at the end of Year-1). Whilst this 

approach was primarily to assess change and strength development, averaging participants’ scores 

for each strength may help eliminate the impact of non-authentic strengths which arise from 

situational needs, thus providing a better indication of authentic strengths among participants. 

5.6.4 Review of the VIA-IS 

Peterson & Seligman (2004) reported internal reliabilities of α>.70 for all strengths. Additionally, 

test-retest correlations over four months also achieved r> .70 for all strengths. Furthermore, the VIA-

IS demonstrated good levels of convergent and discriminate validity. However, concerns have been 

expressed regarding its factor structure (e.g. MacDonald, Bore & Munro, 2008; Brdar & Kashdan, 

2010; Shryack, Steger, Krueger & Kallie, 2010). A more detailed review of ZTPI and its factor 

structure is presented in Appendix W. In summary, research has provided little empirical evidence 

for the six-virtue model (e.g. MacDonald et al.; Brdar & Kashdan; Noftle, et al., 2010; McGrath, 

2012), but Peterson and Seligman argued that the effectiveness of the VIA-IS was not dependent on 

its factor structure and encouraged readers to not focus too heavily on this.  
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Indeed, strengths are already showing to be important factors in positive human functioning 

(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and play a profound role in areas such as subjective happiness, 

education and work success (ibid). An increasing number of investigations have explored factors 

related to the possession of strengths and more recently, factors related to strengths-use (e.g. 

Govindji & Linley, 2007). UK HEIs are under increasing competition to attract students, cultivate 

success, promote well-being and reduce the increasing problems associated with student 

psychological difficulties. If any strengths were found to be particularly relevant to the university 

experience, methods of cultivating and developing them may potentially be important tools for 

improving student development, achievement and SWB. 

5.7. Character-Strengths, Genetic and Demographic Variables  

Strengths are considered similar to personality traits from a conceptual perspective (Noftle, et al., 

2011), but the VIA-IS includes content not captured by Big-Five questionnaires (MacDonald et al., 

2008). Steger, Hicks, Kashdan, Krueger and Bouchard (2007) assessed whether CS were unique, or 

inheritable like personality traits using a behaviour genetic method. This was basically a comparison 

of correlational scores between monozygotic and dizygotic twins (N= 336 individual twins). Strengths 

were reported as having between 14% and 59% genetic influence with a median of 41%. The most 

highly heritable strengths tended to be strengths of courage and strengths of wisdom and selective 

strengths from the other virtue categories. The strengths found not to be particularly hereditable 

were Love, Citizenship and Humour (ibid). However, environmental influence was also found to have 

an impact on CS, thus supporting the notion that strengths can be developed within individuals. 

Linley et al. (2007) assessed CS among 17,056 individuals living in the UK and found strength scores 

tended to increase with age. Twenty-one strengths showed significant positive associations with age 

and Humour showed a negative association. However, the correlations were typically small (<.10). 

The strongest (> .10) were found with strengths of Wisdom and Knowledge (Curiosity [r= .16], Love 
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of Learning [r= .12]), Strengths of Temperance (Forgiveness [r= .10], Self-Regulation [r= .11]), and 

Strengths of Justice (Fairness [r= .12]). However, these associations may not have achieved 

significance in a dataset the size of that used in the current Investigation 2. Linley et al. found 

significant sex differences on all strengths, but many of the effect sizes were small. Males scored 

higher on Creativity whereas Females scored higher on interpersonal strengths (Kindness, Love, and 

Social-Intelligence), Appreciation of Beauty and Gratitude. Nonetheless, when the mean strength 

scores were rank ordered, they appeared relatively consistent between males and females and they 

shared three of their top five strengths (Open-Mindedness, Fairness, Curiosity). Additionally, they 

shared all five bottom strengths (Hope, Prudence, Spirituality, Self-Regulation and Humility). When 

the means and standard deviations assessed by gender, they were consistent with those reported by 

U.S. samples (Park, Peterson & Seligman, 2004).  

Brdar, Anic and Rijavec, (2011) found sex differences in strengths among Croatian students. Females 

achieved higher scores on interpersonal strengths (Kindness, Love), Gratitude, Fairness and Honesty. 

Males scored highest on Integrity, Hope, Humour, and Curiosity. Females scoring higher on 

interpersonal strengths was also found in 18-24 year olds from the US and Japan, while males 

reported more bravery and creativity (Shimai, Otake, Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006). However, 

generally speaking, the differences identified have been small in magnitude and it was considered 

unlikely they would occur in the current sample due to the high proportion of females to male 

participants. However, prior to exploring CS in association with the outcome variables of this project, 

it was considered important to briefly explore their nature and assess whether demographic 

variables would need to be controlled for. 

5.8. Character-Strength Changes Over Time  

At the onset of this research programme, it was anticipated that increases in VIA-IS strengths within 

participants may indicate the use and development of that particular strength. However, Wood, 
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Linley, Kashdan, Maltby and Hurling (2011) indicated that the VIA-IS generally measures the 

possession of a particular strength and not its use. They assessed and validated a new Strengths-Use 

Scale (Govindji & Linley, 2007) showing that strength use was indicative of less stress and higher self-

esteem, vitality and positive affect. The authors acknowledged the limitation of assessing just the 

possession of strengths as individuals with the same levels of a particular strength may differ 

regarding their use of it. Whilst this new scale maybe a more appropriate way to assess strength use, 

increases in the possession of strengths may indicate their development in individuals. Additionally, 

the assessment of change using the VIA would provide information as to what particular strengths 

have grown, which would not assessable with the Strengths-Use Scale alone.  

Few studies have examined within-participant change in strengths over time using longitudinal 

methods. As noted above, Peterson, Park and Seligman (2005) reported strong test-retest stability 

over a 4 month period. However, retest correlations provide an assessment of rank order change, 

but do not necessarily imply mean stability over time (Long, 2012). Many CS have shown to have 

hereditable aspects (Steger et al., 2007), but evidence has suggested they can change over time. For 

example, Peterson & Seligman (2003) found that several strengths tended to differ between a group 

of participants who completed the VIA-IS within the 2 months following the 9-11 World Trade Centre 

attacks and those who completed it before the attacks. Additionally, ten months after the attacks, 

these strengths were reported as still elevated but to a lesser extent. As this study was essentially 

cross-sectional, it cannot be ruled out the type of participant who completed the VIA after 9-11 may 

have been different to those who completed it beforehand. Certain psychological traits can vary 

within individuals, whereas others are more stable (Gordon, 2009). Whilst test-retests were 

conducted, this was to assess general change for the purpose of questionnaire development. As 

university is an optimal ground for strength growth, the present study assessed whether and which 

CS changed over-time, thus providing an approximation of which strengths have grown in students. 
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5.9. Character-Strengths and Student Success  

Surprisingly, few studies have evaluated strengths in relation to academic success and these have 

mainly been in relation to school success (e.g. Park & Peterson, 2006; Weber & Ruch, 2011). Only 

one investigation was identified having assessed this in HE (e.g. Lounsbury et al., 2009). However, 

several areas comparable to certain VIA-IS strengths have been indicative of academic performance. 

Scales, Benson, Leffert and Blyth (2000) identified that character forming attributes (Developmental-

Assets) were indicative of school success. These included Achievement-Motivation and School-

Engagement which are conceptually related to Strengths of Wisdom (i.e. Love of Learning, 

Perspective) and Strengths of Courage (Persistence). Additionally, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, 

Bandura and Zimbardo (2000) identified that pro-social behaviours such as co-operating, helping, 

sharing (conceptually similar to Strengths of Humanity) were predictive of academic achievement. 

Furthermore, the personality trait Conscientiousness (conceptually linked to Prudence and Self-

Regulation) (Seligman & Peterson, 2004) has been predictive of academic achievement (e.g. 

O’Connor & Paunonen, 2006).  

Unpublished research by Park and Peterson (2005, as cited in Park & Peterson, 2006) assessed the 

relationship between CS measured by the VIA Youth scale and academic achievement among a 

sample of 250 school-age students. Persistence was found to be the best predictor of GPA (β= .30), 

while controlling for previous achievement scores, sex, ethnicity, and age. Other predictors were 

Fairness, Gratitude, Integrity, Hope and Perspective. In a sample of 12-year old school pupils (N= 

247) Weber and Ruch (2011) identified that Self-Regulation and Persistence, were predictive of 

academic success. The only other strength predictive of academic success was Love of Learning. 

However, Perspective, Gratitude, Hope, Self-Regulation and Citizenship could differentiate between 

students who demonstrated improved grades as opposed to those with decreased grades during the 

school year. Whilst the above findings are relevant to the current study, it is quite possible that 

strengths manifest themselves differently in adolescents than they do in adults. Additionally, 
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undergraduate education presents multiple new challenges in terms of breadth and complexity over 

those encountered in secondary school education.  

Lounsbury et el. (2009) reported being the first study to examine the relationship between CS and 

University GPA. As of July 2013, no replications, extensions or similar investigations were identified. 

Among a sample of student participants (N= 237) enrolled on two undergraduate psychology courses 

at a US University, Lounsbury et al. (2009) examined CS in association with self-reported GPA, 

college and life satisfaction. Sixteen of the 24 strengths were found to be significantly and positively 

associated with GPA. The magnitudes of significant associations were generally small, ranging from 

r= .14 (Bravery, Citizenship, Leadership) to r= .31 (Persistence). The other strengths with the highest 

magnitude GPA associations (r> .20) were Perspective, Love-of-Learning, Open-Mindedness, 

Prudence and Self-Regulation, strengths of justice (Fairness), strengths of transcendence (Hope). 

Stepwise multiple regression was used to identify the best predictors of GPA and a model of five 

significant predictors emerged including Persistence, Love-of-Learning, Humour, Fairness and 

Kindness, accounting for 17% of the variance in GPA.  

However, a major limitation of Lounsbury et al.’s (2009) study was their use of self-reported GPA 

estimates, which have potential for inaccuracy. For example, students may not always have an 

accurate understanding of their grades and optimistic students may report higher grades than 

pessimistic ones. Additionally, some students may want to appear more successful to impress their 

tutors. Like the Lounsbury et al. study, the participants in the current study were also psychology 

undergraduates, but from an English university. Additionally, the current participants were all 

studying a variety of undergraduate degrees, but all included a psychology component. However, 

the present study assessed actual grades as opposed to self-reported estimates. However, the data 

for the current investigation were comparatively smaller so Pearson’s r will have less power and will 

unlikely detect significant correlations of >. 19. Therefore based on the research identified above, 

the following prediction was made: 
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P17.  Eight VIA-IS Character-Strengths (Persistence, Perspective, Love of Learning, Open-

Mindedness, Prudence, Self-Regulation, Fairness and Hope) from S1 and S3, will significantly 

positively associate with Year-1 AG. 

Following this (using the same approach as Lounsbury et al., 2009), stepwise multiple regressions 

were conducted on strengths found to significantly associated with grades, to try and build a 

strengths model to predict academic performance. This was then assessed using a hierarchical 

regression to control for the effects of previous academic performance (Ting & Robinson, 2004).   

As CS include conceptually more complicated latent variables than TP subscales, it was difficult to 

estimate how they would relate to the previously untested PSSQ variables. Additionally, to predict 

how 24 strengths will relate to eight PSSQ subscales seemed a lengthy and unnecessary endeavour, 

as so few studies have explored CS in relation to undergraduate success. Therefore, the assessment 

was exploratory and pursued the following aims: 

a) To identify strengths associated with the PSSQ  

b) To compare strengths between the HCA success groups (those found to be consistently 

associated with the PSSQ variables and grades). 

c) To identify the typical top strengths of the most successful students. 

5.10. Character-Strengths and Psychological Problems  

At the commencement of this research programme, investigations examining strengths and 

psychological problems were sparse (Huta & Hawley, 2008). The attraction to this field was 

enhanced by the possibility of understanding student psychological resilience in terms of strength 

traits associated with it. Additionally, the prospect of strength building interventions for vulnerable 

students was especially attractive due to increases in student mental-health difficulties. However, a 
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handful of studies have more recently explored strengths in association with psychological problems 

(e.g. Gillham et al., 2011; Avey et al., 2012; Huta & Hawley; Peterson et al., 2008) suggesting that 

several strengths from all six-virtue categories may act as a buffer to psychological adversity. These 

include: Hope, Zest, Self-Regulation, Gratitude, Kindness, Citizenship, Leadership, Social-Intelligence 

and Perspective. Additionally, strength interventions have demonstrated effectiveness at enhancing 

SWB, but also reducing symptoms of psychological disorders (e.g. Peterson & Peterson, 2008). 

Huta and Hawley (2008) examined cognitive vulnerabilities (dysfunctional attitudes including 

perfectionism and self-criticism) and seven transcendence strengths (Hope, Vitality, Humour, 

Gratitude, Appreciation of Beauty, Spirituality and Forgiveness) on a samples of depressed out-

patients (n= 54) and regular student (n= 241) participants. Hope, Vitality, Humour, Gratitude and 

Forgiveness were significantly and negatively associated with depression in the healthy group with 

Hope, Vitality and Humour achieving correlations of r> -.35. Additionally, a transcendence strength 

composite score was calculated, which was also negatively associated with depression (r= -.33). A 

lack of hope and optimism are considered key components in Learned Helplessness (Seligman & 

Maier, 1967; Abramson et al., 1978) and Hopelessness (Abramson et al., 1989) theories of 

depression, whilst Gratitude has been inversely associated with anxiety, depression and Negative-

Affect (McCullough, Emmons & Tsang, 2002). Building hope and optimism may buffer vulnerable 

students against worry and apprehension about potential outcomes. Hope may act as a protective 

cognitive-set which involves self-perceptions that an individual is capable of achieving future goals, 

even in the face of anxiety (Michael, 2000).  However, without this cognitive set, individuals may not 

attempt anxiety producing goals and not develop the confidence that such actions will be successful.  

Additionally, Huta and Hawley (2008) identified that strengths seemed to buffer individuals against 

cognitive vulnerabilities, which can lead to anxiety and depression. Pre-treatment strengths (Hope, 

Spirituality, Appreciation of Beauty) predicted post-treatment recovery from depression. However, 

one criticism of the above study was that the authors did not assess the full spectrum of CS and may 
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have missed some potentially important areas associated with resilience. Park and Peterson, (2008) 

identified that alongside Hope and Vitality, Leadership was also associated with less anxiety and 

depression among adolescents, whilst Gillham et al. (2011) found that adolescents (N= 149) who 

scored higher on the Temperance-Strength components at the start of 9th grade (including, 

Prudence, Self-Regulation, Perseverance, Honesty, Judgement), reported fewer depressive 

symptoms through 10th Grade. Additionally, Park & Peterson (2006) found that a PCA component: 

Other-Directed-Strengths (i.e. Forgiveness, Kindness, Teamwork, Fairness and Social-Intelligence) 

also predicted fewer symptoms of depression. These were discussed with respect to the possibility 

that such strengths promote connectedness to other students. However, Leadership strengths 

tended to predict more depression over time, possibly because they separated individuals from their 

peers, contributing to lower levels of well-being. However, these studies were typically conducted 

with children and strengths may interact differently within the psychology of an adult student. 

Kashdan, Julian, Merritt and Uswatte (2006) measured a set of interpersonal character strengths in 

combat veterans with and without PTSD. Whilst they did not use the VIA-IS, they measured 

strengths of hope, optimism, gratitude and forgiveness using a series of other established 

psychological measures. They found negative relationships between social anxiety and interpersonal 

character strengths in Veterans with and without PTSD, concluding that social anxiety leads to 

avoidance behaviours which lead to diminished interpersonal strength use. As social anxiety is 

closely related to general anxiety disorders (Gross & McIlveen, 1996), it was anticipated that Hope, 

Gratitude and Forgiveness may be inversely related to anxiety in the current study.  Social difficulties 

are particularly prominent among undergraduate students in the UK and are considered a possible 

ingredient for student psychological problems (Callender et al., 2011). 

In terms of stress, Avey et al. (2012) identified that strengths of Wisdom were positively related to 

employees performance on a creative task and inversely related to stress, in particular Curiosity (r= -

.29). They concluded that participants with high levels of curiosity were better at self-regulating their 
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emotions which can lessen their experience of stress. In the current investigation, stress was 

measured as part of the DASS scale, and alongside anxiety and depression, it can represent a key 

problem among students (McCrea, 2009). Stresses of academic deadlines and examinations were 

expected among the sample, particularly at the end of the academic year. It was therefore 

anticipated that Curiosity may be negatively associated with stress. The other strength and stress 

associations identified by Avey et al. (2008) were small in magnitude and comparable associations 

would not be significant with the current sample size.    

Apart from that of Huta and Hawley (2008), no other studies were identified examining CS 

associations with psychological problems among HE students. However, there has been a more 

recent focus on CS interventions which have shown to buffer against psychological problems. Some 

of these studies have examined such interventions with student participants. Gander, Proyer, Ruch 

and Wyss (2012), Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews (2012), Seligman et al. (2005) and Peterson and 

Peterson (2008) all reported evidence that when individuals practice using their signature strengths, 

they report higher levels of SWB and lower levels of depression. Additionally, strength use led to 

reduced stress and increased positive-affect (Wood et al., 2011). Whilst the current study did not 

examine interventions, the aim was to highlight strengths that are particularly important for a 

positive student experience and psychological resilience, which may allow for the development of 

interventions based on specific strengths particularly relevant to students. 

Based on the associations identified in previous research, a series of predictions were made (P18, 

P19 and P20 below). All were assessed among four sets of variables: S1 VIA-IS and psychological 

problem variables (DASS and PANAS) and S3 VIA-IS and psychological problem variables (DASS and 

PANAS). Three sets of relationships were assessed using the following variable combinations:  

S1 VIA-IS  S1 DASS & PANAS 
S1 VIA-IS  S3 DASS & PANAS 
S3 VIA-IS  S3 DASS & PANAS 
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P18. Six VIA-IS Character Strengths (Hope, Self-Regulation, Humour, Prudence, Vitality, 

Persistence) will be significantly and negatively associated with DASS Depression. 

P19. Six VIA-IS Character Strengths (Hope, Vitality, Leadership, Self-Regulation, Gratitude, 

Forgiveness) will be significantly and negatively associated with DASS Anxiety. 

P20. Two VIA-IS Character Strengths (Self-Regulation, Curiosity) will be significantly and 

negatively associated with DASS Stress. 

Should these associations be identified, a series of exploratory analyses would be conducted to 

assess whether associated variables differ significantly between participants with consistently high 

levels of psychological problems and those with consistently low levels.  

5.11. Character-Strengths and SWB 

Of all variables examined in this research project, those pertaining to well-being have been most 

frequently examined in conjunction with the VIA-IS. Huta and Hawley (2008) found strengths to be 

more indicative of well-being than of psychological problems. Well-being is not just the absence of 

psychological difficulties (Seligman, 2003) and represents a key area of this research concerning the 

student experience. Numerous investigations have indicated that strengths are positively associated 

with SWB, including its cognitive component, life satisfaction (e.g. Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004; 

Brdar & Kashdan, 2010; Brdar et al., 2011; Ruch, Huber, Beermann & Proyer, 2007;  Weber et al., 

2013; Gradisek, 2012; Peterson et al., 2010), college satisfaction (Lounsbury et al., 2009), job 

satisfaction (e.g. Littman-Ovadia & Davidovitch, 2010; Harzer & Ruch, 2012). Also, its affective 

component, Positive-Affect (e.g. Van Eedan et al., 2008; Weber et al., 2013) and subjective 

happiness (e.g. Otake et al., 2006; Müller & Ruch, 2011; Ruch et al., 2010; Harper, 2011). More 

recently there has been a focus on strengths use and strength-based interventions which have 

shown to be related to life satisfaction (e.g. Govindji & Linley, 2007, Procter et al., 2011; Procter, 

Maltby & Linley, 2011) and positive affect (e.g. Procter et al.; Procter et al., 2011; Wood et al., 2011). 
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Park, Peterson and Seligman (2004) conducted a Web-based survey on adult participants (N= 5,299) 

from three samples to assess which strengths contributed most to life satisfaction and whether the 

overuse of any strengths decreased life satisfaction. Results indicated that Hope and Vitality showed 

strongest positive partial correlations (r> .50 in two of the three samples) with life satisfaction whilst 

controlling for sex and age. Gratitude, Love and Curiosity were also moderate-strongly related to the 

scores on the SWLS. Intellectual strengths (Humility, Appreciation of Beauty, Creativity, Judgment, 

Love of Learning) were weakly associated with life satisfaction. There was no evidence to indicate 

that too much of any strength decreases life satisfaction. Gradisek (2012) found comparable 

associations among two samples of teachers and school students, with Hope, Vitality and Curiosity 

achieving significant correlations (r>.30).  

 

Brdar and Kashdan (2010) conducted a similar study on a sample of Croatian students (N= 881). They 

operationalised a four-factor structure on the VIA-IS and examined relations between the factors 

and SWB measures. A factor they termed Vitality consisted of the top two strengths associated with 

the SWLS in the Park et al. (2004) study (i.e. Hope, Vitality) alongside Curiosity and Humour 

(Curiosity was moderately related to the SWLS in Park et al.). Whilst Brdar and Kashdan (2010) did 

not report individual strength associations with the SWLS, their Vitality factor was the highest 

correlating factor with the SWLS (r= .49). Using a five factor structure, Weber et al. (2013) identified 

that 32% of the variance of global life satisfaction was predicted by five strength factors. The best 

predictors were transcendence strengths (Spirituality, Gratitude, Love, Vitality, Hope) followed by 

the leadership strengths (Perspective, Leadership, Humour, Social-Intelligence, Bravery). 

Additionally, general self-efficacy (an individual’s belief in their ability to complete goals) was found 

to mediate the relationship between leadership strengths and life satisfaction. As general self 

efficacy buffers against stressful experiences, it was concluded that strengths were an important 
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factor for individuals to master life, also in challenging environments, thus resulting in life 

satisfaction.  

 

Vitality [Zest, Enthusiasm, Vigour, Energy] is described as a positive emotional state of organismic, 

(somatic and psychological) wellness, representing a dynamic aspect of well-being (Seligman & 

Peterson, 2004). It is characterised by the subjective experience of energy and aliveness (Ryan & 

Fredrick, 1997 as cited in Seligman & Peterson, 2004) which is distinct from general caloric energy. It 

is therefore not surprising that this strength is associated with life satisfaction. However, whilst 

Vitality represents a positive emotion, it is considered more specific and distinct from general 

happiness (Seligman & Peterson, 2004).  Consequently, it was expected that vitality would be 

significantly and positively associated with SWB in the current investigation.  

 

Hope [Optimism, Future-Mindedness, Future Orientation] represents some similarities to the Future 

orientation component assessed by the ZTPI (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). However, ZTPI Future reflects 

a specific temporal perspective, it does not assess the affective and psychological components 

associated with hope and optimism. A preliminary assessment of the relationship between the two 

variables (Hope and Future orientation) in the current study revealed a correlation coefficient of r=. 

36, indicating some variability between the two measures. Hope characterises a cognitive, emotional 

and motivational stance towards the future (Seligman & Peterson, 2004). Its associations with the 

SWLS are conceptually interesting because life satisfaction represents an appraisal of the past and 

present but not a reflection of the future. However, future mindedness is linked to a confidence that 

present actions will contribute to positive future consequences (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008) which is 

likely learned from previous positive past experiences of future focused planning. Additionally, 

future focused individuals may be more satisfied with their previous future focused achievements, 

thus reporting higher levels of life satisfaction.  
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The affective components of SWB have not been explored so prolifically in relation to CS, but the 

PANAS and comparable scales have been more commonly used to assess the effects of strength 

based interventions. However, a small number of studies have reported associations between the 24 

strengths and Positive-Affect (e.g. Van Eeden, Wissing, Dreyer, Park, & Peterson, 2008; Weber et al., 

2013). In an effort to validate a VIA Youth version of the Strengths Inventory among South African 

student learners, Van Eeden et al. (2008) identified that Vitality, Hope, Persistence, Love, Gratitude, 

and Social-Intelligence had the highest positive associations with Positive-Affect, whilst Vitality, 

Gratitude, Hope and Love showed the highest inverse associations with Negative-Affect. 

Additionally, Weber et al. (2013) found that temperance strengths (Spirituality, Gratitude, Love, 

Vitality, Hope) were the best predictors of Positive-Affect. However, no studies were identified 

assessing the 24 adult VIA-IS Character-Strengths in association with the PANAS. 

Govindji and Linley (2007), validated the Strengths Use Scale study of 214 university students. 

Students who frequently used their strengths, reported less stress and higher self-esteem, vitality 

and positive affect. Wood et al. (2010) and Proctor et al. (2009) reported comparable findings with 

regards to positive affect. Seligman, Steen, Park and Peterson (2005) found that using strengths on a 

daily basis, in novel ways was related to lower levels of depression and higher levels of subjective 

happiness. Unfortunately, these studies are relatively recent and the techniques to measure 

strengths use were not significantly developed at the onset of the current investigation. However, 

the current study will add to literature by examining relationships between the VIA-IS and PANAS. 

During the development and adaption of a German version of the VIA-IS, Ruch et al. (2010) assessed 

individual CS in association with several measures pertaining to SWB. With a sample of German 

speaking adult volunteers (N= 1674), they assessed relationships between the 24 individual 

strengths and the Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS: Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). Twenty-one 

Character-Strengths were significantly and positively associated with subjective happiness, ranging 

from r= .12 (Appreciation of Beauty) to r= .57 (Hope). In total, ten character strengths achieved 
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positive associations of r> .30. These were (in order of magnitude) Hope, Humour, Vitality, Curiosity, 

Love, Gratitude, Bravery, Social-Intelligence, Perspective and Leadership. The strengths not 

significantly associated with the SHS were Open-Mindedness, Prudence and Humility.   

Seligman (2003) reported that not all  of the top strengths identified by an individual will necessarily 

feel authentic to that person. At the time of completing the measurements, an individual may 

demonstrate a temporary, but fleeting strength. Repeated measures designs can be used to 

establish a more accurate assessment of an individual’s authentic strengths and thus, a more 

accurate assessment of the relationships between these strengths and measures pertaining to well 

being. Also, there is a certain degree of measurement error inherent in questionnaire completions, 

for which its probability is more abundant when a large number of scale items are completed. The 

present study therefore included some analyses of strength scores calculated from the average of 

two measurements taken at different points in time.  

Based on the literature reported above regarding strengths of character and well-being, a set of 

several predictions were formulated. Similarly to the correlational predictions for character 

strengths and psychological problems, correlations for character strengths and subjective well-being 

are reported for three separate assessments: 

S1 VIA-IS  S1 SWLS, SHS & PANAS 
S1 VIA-IS  S3 SWLS, SHS & PANAS 
S3 VIA-IS  S3 SWLS, SHS & PANAS 

 

P21. Five VIA-IS CS (Hope, Vitality, Gratitude, Love, Curiosity) will be significantly and positively 

related to the SWLS. 

P22. Ten VIA-IS CS (Hope, Humour, Vitality, Curiosity, Love, Gratitude, Bravery, Social-Intelligence, 

Perspective and Leadership) will be significantly and positively related to the SHS. 

P23. Four VIA-IS Character-Strengths (Hope, Vitality, Gratitude, Love) will be significantly and 

positively related to the PANAS Positive-Affect. 
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A partial correlation was conducted to assess the average scores for both completions of each 

strength whilst controlling for the effects of age to provide a more accurate assessment of which 

strengths correlate with the well-being outcome variables from each series. Due to the number of 

variables to be assessed, no predictions were made. However, comparable associations were 

expected to those predicted above. 

 

Finally, to provide an indication as to whether four key strengths which were consistently associated 

with subjective well-being (Hope, Vitality, Gratitude, Love) differ between the consistently high and 

low well-being groups, MANOVA was used. The following prediction was made: 

P24. The four VIA-IS Character-Strengths (Hope, Vitality, Gratitude, Love) wil be significantly 

higher in the High SWB Group than in the Low SWB group. 

 

5.12. Conclusion and Next Chapter 

This chapter provided a detailed review of the two key psychological measures (ZTPI and VIA-IS 

examined in Investigation 2 and their corresponding theoretical and conceptual associations with 

the three sets of outcome variables associated with the HE experience (Student success, 

psychological ill-health and psychological well-being). Both measures were anticipated to provide 

unique ways of understanding the student experience in areas deemed particularly relevant to the 

current HE climate. Both TP and CS have an advantage of being applied to interventional strategies 

for students, which may enhance positive aspects of the HE experience whilst additionally building 

resilience against psychological problems. The next chapter provides a detailed overview of the 

methods used for Investigation 2.  
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Chapter 6 

INVESTIGATION 2 

Method 

6.1 Participants  

These were an opportunity sample of 146 first-year undergraduates (18 males, 128 female) from a 

Post-1992 University in the UK. Ages ranged from 18–48 years (M= 20.6, SD= 5), with one female not 

disclosing her age. Males were aged between 18 and 39 years (M= 22.17, SD= 6.77) and females 

between 18 and 48 years (M= 20.4, SD= 4.69). Participants were from eleven full-time, 

undergraduate degree programmes (four BSc and seven BA), all including a taught psychology 

component. Participant numbers from each course ranged between 1 and 74 and are presented in 

Table 6.1 below. Participants belonged to a pool of students from various ethnic backgrounds, 

although the majority were British and all fluent in English language.  

 
 
Table 6.1 
Distribution of Participants (N= 146) among the Degree-types and Programmes  

Degree-type  Course n= Cumulative % 

B.Sc. Single-honours  (n= 74) Psychology 74 51.7 

B.Sc. Joint-honours  (n= 17) Psychology with Applied Criminology 2 52.1 
  Psychology with Health Studies 7 56.8 
  Forensic Science & Psychology 8 62.3 

B.A. Joint-honours  (n= 52) Marketing & Psychology 2 63.7 
  HRM* & Psychology 7 68.5 
  Media Studies & Psychology 2 69.9 
  English & Psychology 1 70.5 
  Health Studies & Psychology 9 76.7 
  Education & Psychology 29 96.6 
  Law & Psychology 2 97.9 

Missing  (n= 3) No disclosure  3 100 

* Human Resource Management (HRM)  
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6.1.1 Inclusion Criteria 

First-year undergraduates were selected in expectancy of greater naivety of the student experience 

and also, to assist in understanding first-year problems associated with the transition into university. 

In addition, many student problems occur during their first year (e.g. Khawaja & Duncanson, 2008). 

Only fifteen participants (10.27%) reported having been an undergraduate student prior to this 

study. Participants were recruited during introductory lectures and received course credit in 

exchange for their contribution. 

6.1.2 Completion of Data Waves and Dropout 

Investigation enrolment was completed by 146 participants. This was followed by a succession of 

five series of questionnaire completions at three points throughout the year (Series 1a, Series 1b, 

Series 2, Series 3a and Series 3b). For further details about the questionnaire content and timings of 

the series, please see section 6.4 below. Participant attrition occurred throughout the course of the 

study and some students missed completing one or more series, but remained in the study for its 

duration. Table 2 below shows the number of enrolled participants who completed each series. All 

enrolled participants completed at least one of the five series’ of questionnaires. As there were 31 

possible combinations for completing at least one, but up to five series. The total number of 

participants to complete all five series’ was 107. However, 121 participants completed the main 

three series’ (Series 1a, Series 2, Series 3a) which consisted of all questionnaires except the VIA-IS. 

 
 
Table 6.2  
Number of Participants completing each Series of the Study  

Enrolled in Study Series 1(a) Series 1(b) Series 2 Series 3(a) Series 3(b) 

N = 146 n = 139 n = 127 n = 136 n = 128 n = 123 
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6.2 Design 

The study employed a longitudinal design enabling the examination of variables at singular and 

multiple points in time. Most measurements were repeated on two occasions, strategically 

dispersed across three distinct time intervals: Series 1 (a and b), Series 2 and Series 3 (a and b). Data 

were predominately ascertained via Likert-type scales and key predictor-variables were those 

assessing TP and CS. Outcome variables were broadly categorised as those pertaining to student 

success, psychological well-being and psychological ill-health, focusing primarily on current events 

occurring in the students’ lives. Some retrospective aspects were established where participants 

provided details about events preceding the investigation, including previous psychological health 

accounts and prior academic performance. Additionally, most participants provided access to data 

succeeding the study, such as their Year-1 grades. A considerable part of the analysis was cross-

sectional and conducted at singular points in time. The longitudinal aspects were utilised to assess 

change over time and factors such as onset of psychological health difficulties. There was no 

manipulation of variables, but several statistical operations were employed where participants were 

allocated to different groups based on scores from singular or combined variables, for which quasi-

experimental analyses were conducted.  

6.3 Materials   

The data collection website SurveyMonkey (Evan, 1999) allowed participants to complete all 

questionnaires via internet connected PCs.  The programme allowed for the all scales and descriptive 

information to be delivered to participants electronically. Participants email addresses were 

collected and entered into a SurveyMonkey database and links to the surveys were sent out to 

participants in unison on three separate occasions. SurveyMonkey uses a secure server to store any 

information collected and provides a secure online method for participants to complete the 

questionnaires. The questionnaires used in the study (described below) are presented in Appendix R:  
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6.3.1 Character-Strengths and Time-Perspective  

The Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory (ZTPI: Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) is a 56 item Likert-

type scale measuring five TP orientations (Past-Negative, Present-Hedonist, Future, Past-Positive and 

Present-Fatalist). It is reviewed in Chapter 5. All items relate to one of five TP orientations, where 

participants rate their agreement using a five point scale (1= Very Untrue – 5= Very True). For most 

statements, high scores represent endorsement of their corresponding orientation, although five 

items are reverse-scored. Examples of scale-items include: “It gives me pleasure to think about the 

past” (Past-Positive), “Meeting tomorrow’s deadlines and doing other necessary work comes before 

tonight’s play” (Future) and “Things rarely work out as expected” (Present-Fatalistic). Numbers of 

subsection items range from 9 (Past-Positive and Present-Fatalistic) to 15 (Present-Hedonistic). 

Zimbardo and Boyd revealed a five-component structure accounting for 36% of the variance; a 

finding which has since been replicated numerous subsequent studies in a variety of different 

languages. The ZTPI has been found to exhibit high test-retest reliability ranging from .70 to .80 for 

the five different factors, with future being the highest (r= .80) (Zimbardo & Boyd). Further analyses 

also revealed strong internal consistency and good convergent and discriminate validity (ibid). 

The Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS: Peterson & Seligman, 2004) measures 24 

strengths conceptually assigned to six overarching virtue categories. It consists of 240 items (ten 

items relating to each strength) and takes approximately 30-40 minutes to complete (Seligman & 

Peterson, 2004). It is usually administered electronically from the VIA Institute on Character website 

(www.viacharacter.org). The present investigation utilised the VIA Institute’s on-line system. 

Participants indicate the extent each statement is characteristic of them using a five-point scale (1= 

Very much unlike me - 5= Very much like me) presented with the text descriptions, but the numbers 

are omitted. Examples of the statements include: “I have taken frequent stands in the face of strong 

opposition” (strength measured - Bravery), “I find the world a very interesting place” (Curiosity) and 

“I always look on the bright side” (Optimism). Participants can achieve between 10 and 50 points per 

http://www.viacharacter.org/


 

146 
 

strength, with higher scores representing greater association with the strength. For each strength, 

three out of ten items are reverse scored. To date, the VIA-IS has been revised several times and 

appears to be both reliable and valid for identifying strengths in adults (Snyder & Lopez, 2007). 

Cronbach’s alphas greater than α=.70 were reported for all scales (Peterson & Seligman) which yield 

measures that are reasonably stable over time. The scores are usually negatively skewed, with a 

typical mean of 3.5 - 4.0 (Linley et al., 2007). Whilst there is some debate regarding the factor 

structure of the six virtues (e.g. Brdar & Kashdan, 2009), Seligman and Peterson argue that the 

integrity of the six-virtue structure is not overly important the use of the scales. 

6.3.2 Measures of Psychological Problems and SWB 

The Subjective Happiness Scale (SHS; Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999) measures enduring levels 

of subjective happiness and focuses on cognitive and effective aspects of SWB. The SHS is a four-

item measure which uses a 7-point Likert-type scale, with a text description anchored to the first and 

seventh point. The text descriptions differ on three of the items. The first item: “In general, I 

consider myself” is followed by “(1: Not a very happy person), (2), (3), (4), (5), (6), (7: A very happy 

person)”. The second item is: “Compared to most of my peers, I consider myself:” followed by the 

same scale, but anchored with “Less Happy” (1) and “More Happy” (7). The third and fourth items 

ask participants to reflect on the extent to which they fit the descriptions: (1 = Not at all – 7 = A 

great deal). However, the fourth item is negatively worded/reverse-scored. During its development, 

the SHS was rigorously tested in 14 separate studies on a combined total of 2732 participants (US & 

Russia) (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1997; 1999). In test-retest correlations it yields good-to-excellent 

reliability. Tests of construct validation indicate the scale does measure subjective happiness. 

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS: Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985) measures 

past and present life-satisfaction. It assesses cognitive elements of SWB reflecting a cognitive 

appraisal of life-satisfaction. This short Likert-type scale consists of five statements about positive 
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life conditions and satisfaction. Participants indicate their agreement to each statement using a 

seven-point scale (1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= slightly disagree, 4= neither agree nor 

disagree, 5= slightly agree, 6= agree, 7= strongly agree). Examples of statements include: “The 

conditions of my life are excellent” and “I am completely satisfied with my life”. All five items are 

positively worded and there are no scoring reversals. Throughout its relatively long existence, the 

SWLS has been used in a vast number of studies within the social sciences. It has been employed to 

collect data from tens of thousands of individuals from a large variety of cultural backgrounds 

(Seligman, 2003) resulting in a considerable volume of data indicating good its reliability and validity. 

The Positive and Negative Affectivity Scale (PANAS: Watson, Clark & Tellegan, 1988) 

measures a range positive and negative emotions which remain relatively stable over time. The scale 

includes a series of 20 emotion adjectives (ten positive, ten negative), for which participants indicate 

how often they experience each state, using a five-point scale (1= very slightly, or not at all, 2= a 

little, 3= moderately, 4= quite a bit, 5= extremely). Examples of emotion adjectives include “excited”, 

“enthusiastic” and “proud” (Positive emotions); “guilty”, “distressed” and “shamed” (Negative 

emotions). Scores for positive and negative affect are calculated by summing the scale-items, with a 

high score indicating higher levels of positive or negative emotions. Throughout its development, the 

PANAS has shown high reliability and internal consistency, with both subscales (Positive/Negative 

Affect) largely uncorrelated with one another (Watson et al.).  

The Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-21: Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) assess levels of 

current depression, anxiety and stress. The DASS-21 is a shortened version of the original 42-item 

self-report instrument and uses a Likert-type scale to assess the extent and severity of the three 

components. Participants rate each scale-item in relation to their experiences over the previous 

week, using the following four-point scale (0= Did not apply to me at all, 1= Applied to me to some 

degree, or some of the time, 2= Applied to me to a considerable degree, or a good part of time, 3= 

Applied to me very much, or most of the time), and all items are positively worded. Examples include: 
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“I couldn’t seem to experience any positive feeling at all” (Depression) “I was aware of dryness of my 

mouth” (Anxiety) “I found it hard to wind down” (Stress). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients greater than 

α= .80 were reported for all three factors (Depression= .91, Anxiety= .84, Stress= .90) indicating 

good-to-excellent reliability (George & Mallery, 2007). The DASS-21 consists of seven items assessing 

each factor. Among a sample of 1794 participants, the DASS-21 has demonstrated good construct 

validity and reliability, similar to those reported for the DASS-42 (Henry & Crawford, 2005). 

The Psychological Problem Questions (PPQ) comprised a series of five questions (two 

compulsory and three response dependent questions) presented to participants at the beginning of 

Series 1 and Series 3 of Investigation 2. The questions were devised to assess the presence of current 

and previous psychological difficulties and the impact they had on the participant’s life. The two 

compulsory questions (Q1 and Q4) required yes/no answers from participants. These were Q1: “Do 

you currently experience psychological ill-health or mental illness?” and Q4: “Have you previously 

encountered any psychological difficulties?” If “yes” for Q1 was selected, participants were asked to 

complete questions Q2: “Please indicate the extent to which Psychological Problems affect your life 

at University” and Q3: “Please indicate the extent to which these problems affect your life more 

generally”. Both questions required participants to select one answer from a seven point scale, with 

numbers 1 and 7 being assigned text descriptions (1= not at all, and 7= a great deal). If “yes” for Q4 

was selected, participants were asked to complete Q5: “To what extent did these problems affect 

your life?” (1= not at all, and 7= a great deal). 

6.3.3 Measuring Success and Completion Rates 

The Perceptions of Student Success Questionnaire (PSSQ) was designed specifically for this 

study to assess “student success” in a variety of areas identified as being important by students and 

staff teaching them (For details about the development of the PSSQ, please see Chapters 3 and 4). 

Based on a series of analyses (Chapter 4), the PSSQ has shown to be a reliable and valid measure. 
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Academic success was established as the Year-1 average grade for each participant.  

Permission was requested to attain their end of year results from the University’s QLS student 

database (granting permission was optional and did not affect participation in the study). It was 

sought using an electronic consent-form, emailed to all participants prior to the commencement of 

the study, which required participants to specifically tick a box if they agreed.  

Previous academic performance was established by calculating the average UCAS points 

expressed as a percentage of the maximum possible points each individual student could have 

potentially obtained. Students provided permission to access the information from the University’s 

QSL student record system database (again, permission was optional and did not affect 

participation). Permission was sought using the electronic consent-form (see Appendix R) 

6.4 Procedure 

Ethical approval was granted by the University Faculty Research and Ethics Committee in 2009. 

Participants were assured their involvement was voluntary and given the option to withdraw up until 

two weeks after final data collection. They received written (electronic) and verbal information 

about the project and were made aware of how the data would be used. All written and electronic 

information provided to participants is presented in Appendix Q. These included: a Participant’s 

Information Sheet (PIS), several instructional documents, a consent-form and de-briefing sheet. 

Before commencement, participants completed and electronically signed the online consent form, 

informing them of their rights and what was expected. All data collected were kept anonymous and 

no identifiable details were required, apart from student P-Numbers which were needed for 

emailing participants. Electronic information was stored on secure, password protected computer(s) 

and participants were advised to use computers with secure internet connections for completing the 
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survey. Upon completion, participants were debriefed and invited to contact the researcher or 

supervisor if they had questions or concerns about the research. 

 

The researcher delivered a promotional presentation during an introductory psychology lecture on 

October 13th, 2009, to approximately 250 students. They were invited to sign up to the study via a 

secure web-based research forum hosted at the University. Prospective participants provided their 

email addresses which were entered into a SurveyMonkey collector, allowing multiple survey 

delivery to all participants simultaneously. Initially, electronic consent forms and PIS were sent out 

followed by the questionnaires at the times specified below. Participants completed questionnaires 

(Appendix R) on three separate occasions: The first wave (S1) occurred at the beginning of Term 1 

and surveys were completed between the 1st and 13th November, 2009. S2 occurred the beginning of 

Term 2 (between the 11th and 22nd January, 2010). S3 occurred at the end of Term 2 (between the 

31st March, 2010 and 16th April, 2010). The total length of data collection was two consecutive terms 

(approximately 24 weeks). The content of each series is presented visually in Figure 6.1.  

6.4.1 Series 1 (a and b) 

A link to the first wave of questionnaires (Series 1a) was emailed to participants as single electronic 

survey to be completed on any secure PC with internet access. Series 1(a) was a 13 page electronic 

document requiring each page to be completed in succession. The first six pages included 

information for participants about the study, a consent form, and demographic details questions 

(Appendix Q).  The following six pages included six questionnaires: the PPQ, ZTPI, SHS, SWLS, PANAS 

and DASS-21. The final page consisted of a debrief sheet (Appendix Q). The VIA-IS was completed 

separately (Series 1b) by accessing the VIA website. Participants had the same time constraints for 

completing the VIA-IS and were emailed printable instructions for how to do this (see Appendix Q). 
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Figure 6.1. 
The three waves of data collection and relevant events occurring throughout the study. 
 

6.4.2 Series 2 

At beginning of Term 2, participants completed the second wave of data collection (Series 2). This 

consisted of a two-page electronic survey which included: instructions/information for participants, 

and the PSSQ 1 (PSSQ 2 was not completed at this point as participants had not taken any 

examinations). Following the same method as Series 1, it was sent to them via email as a single 

electronic SurveyMonkey survey. Participants were instructed to complete the PSSQ by reflecting on 

how successful they thought they had been with regards to their first term at university.  
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6.4.3 Series 3 (a and b) 

Series 3(a) included a nine page electronic survey requiring participants to complete each page in 

succession. The first page included information for participants (see Appendix Q) and the following 

seven pages consisted of the following seven questionnaires: the PPQ, ZTPI, SHS, SWLS, PANAS, 

DASS-21 and PSSQ (1 and 2) (see Appendix R). The final page included de-briefing information for 

participants (see Appendix Q). The VIA-IS was completed separately by accessing the VIA website 

and participants were given the same time constraints in which to complete this. UCAS points, Year-

1 results and whether or not the participant had left university were attained after this point.  

 

6.5 Data Collation and Analysis  

SurveyMonkey collated the data into three MS Excel spreadsheets (one for each series), which were 

securely emailed to the researcher. These were merged into a conventional SPSS file (additionally, a 

person-period data-set was constructed to assist with longitudinal analyses). The VIA Institute sent 

data from S1(b) and S3(b) as two separate MS Excel files containing participant’s average scores for 

the 24 CS. These data were matched to participants and merged into the SPSS file. At this point all 

necessary reverse scoring was conducted and re-checked against the original Excel files. 

Questionnaire subscales and totals were calculated using their authors’ instructions and 

specifications. This mainly involved computing mean scores for scale-items comprising either 

subsections or totals. The PANAS and DASS simply involved adding the scale item scores for each 

subsection. All questionnaire data were treated as interval data and where appropriate, parametric 

statistical procedures were used. Depending on the predictions, the analyses were reported with 

either one or two-tailed levels of significance and an alpha of p= .05, unless otherwise specified.  
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6.5.1 Hierarchical Cluster Analysis  

Several analyses employed HCA to identify and group participants with similar scores on certain 

variables. Of the five clustering algorithms available in SPSS, Ward’s method was applied. This 

commonly-used approach (Romesburg, 2004) employs analysis-of-variance techniques to evaluate 

distances between clusters (Burns & Burns, 2008), minimising the variance within each cluster (Field, 

2000). Essentially, the sum of squared deviations (from cluster means) determines cluster 

membership, based on the smallest possible increase in the error sum of squares (Burns & Burns). 

Standardised scores were analysed to reduce problems associated with using multiple psychological 

scales (Field). This research involved emulating Boniwell et al.’s (2010) approach for identifying BTP 

participants, using Ward’s method and a Squared Euclidean metric on standardised Z scores. Due to 

its effectiveness and popularity, this technique (Everitt & Landau, 2011) was applied to all cluster 

operations in Investigation 2. Selecting the appropriate number of clusters involved examining a 

dendrogram (Field) depicting the dissimilarity between multiple clusters, where cases are subdivided 

at different distances based on their dissimilarity. Whilst somewhat reliant on subjective 

interpretation, differences between similar and dissimilar clusters are usually quite obvious (Burns & 

Burns). However, in instances when more than one cluster solution was evident, both were 

operationalised and compared using MANOVA to determine differences between clusters regarding 

the variables for which they were defined.  The smallest number of clusters were kept providing 

differences between them were significant, or providing that they could be interpreted conceptually. 

6.5.2 Categorical Approaches to BTP  

The 33rd percentile cut-off method (Drake et al., 2008) for identifying BTP groups was calculated by 

conducting a series of 33rd percentile splits on the five ZTPI components. A new categorical variable 

was constructed, consisting of 2 categories (BTP and Non-BTP). BTP participants were those who 

scored below the 33rd percentile on Past-Negative and Present-Fatalistic and above the 33rd 
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percentile on Present-Hedonistic, Past-Positive, and Future. For S1, eleven (7.9%) of participants 

achieved BTP status using this approach. For S3, eleven (8.7%) participants achieved BTP, however, 

only 4 of these participants were in the BTP group in S1. The 50th percentile cut-off method (Boniwell 

et al., 2010) was calculated in a similar way by conducting 50th percentile (median) splits on the five 

ZTPI components. The BTP group consisted of participants who scored below the median on Past-

Negative and Present-Fatalistic, and above the median on Present-Hedonistic, Past-Positive, and 

Future. Eleven (7.9%) S1 participants achieved a BTP status using this approach, whereas only four 

(3.1%) of the S3 participants achieved a BTP.  

The person-oriented cluster method proposed by Boniwell et al. (2010) was applied with HCA using 

Ward’s method and a squared Euclidean metric applied to standardised scores. For selecting the 

number of clusters, Boniwell et al. (2010) applied a strategy of increasing the number of clusters 

providing “the differences between the clusters remained statistically significant and of a sufficient 

magnitude to be interpretable” (p. 30). Additionally, the current study sought assistance by using a 

dendrogram. Whilst Boniwell et al. were also interested in exploring typical profiles existing within 

the sample, the priority of the current study was to identify a BTP group which could be compared 

against the rest of the sample. For S1, HCA identified a 6-cluster solution with one cluster 

representing a BTP group (n= 22) (e.g. low on Past-Negative and Present-Fatalist, moderate on 

Present-Hedonism, moderately high on Future and high on Past-Positive). MANOVA identified a 

significant multivariate affect on the five TP components between the clusters. For S3, a 7-cluster 

solution was considered the most appropriate and a cluster was identified representing BTP. Again, 

MANOVA indicated significant differences between the clusters. 

6.5.3 BTP as a Continuous Variable 

Zimbardo (2009) described the optimal ZTPI scores as: low on Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism, 

moderate on Present-Hedonism, moderately high on Future and high on Past-Positive. These were 
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interpreted in relation to the five-point scale of the ZTPI (i.e. PN= 1; PH= 3; F= 4; PP= 5; PF= 1). These 

were used to calculate a composite score for each participant, providing an indication of how close 

each participant was to the ideal BTP. The following formula was applied: 

1
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It is the square root of the sum of the squared deviations from the ideal score subscale scores, which 

is converted to a 5 point metric, where 1 represents low BTP and 5 represents high BTP. To achieve 

this conversion, the deviation was subtracted from the maximum possible deviation (7.812) and the 

total was divided by 7.812. The result was then multiplied by 4 and 1 was added. This is because the 

lowest score on the ZTPI five-point scale is 1 not zero, so it is essentially a 0-4 scale plus 1.  

Stolarski et al. (2011) devised a Deviation from Balanced-Time-Perspective (DBTP) assessing how far 

participants’ scores deviated from an optimal BTP. The calculation was similar the first part of the 

BTP(a) calculation described above, but with different ideal subscale scores based on empirical 

cross-cultural data. They specified a high Past-Positive score as 4.6, a moderate Present-Hedonist 

score as 3.9, a moderately high Future score as 4.0, and low Past-Negative and Present-Fatalist 

scores as 1.95 and 1.5 respectively. The DBTP calculation creates a singular score denoting how 

much participants deviate are from the ideal BTP, with a higher number representing a larger overall 

deviation. With respect to these findings, an additional BTP(b) score was calculated using the 

optimal ZTPI subscales scores presented by Stolarski et al (2011):  
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6.5.4 Virtue Composite Scores 

The VIA-IS data supplied by the VIA institute computed the scores for each strength. As opposed to 

240 items of raw data per individual, they provided 24 calculated strength scores for each individual. 

Whilst the six-virtue structure of the VIA-IS has been disputed, these provide a conceptual link 

between the strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). It was therefore considered advantageous to 

have a composite measure for each virtue category. This was calculated by computing an average 

score for each strength total assigned to a particular virtue. This makes the assumption that each CS 

contribute equally to its corresponding virtue. 

6.5.4 Percentile Splits  

For certain analyses, it was required to test differences between high and low scorers on single or 

combined continuous variables. Various percentile-splits were conducted on ranked scores between 

participants. These ranged from 33rd percentile (i.e. three splits) to 20th percentile (i.e. five splits).  

6.5.5 Missing Data 

Whilst 146 participants completed at least one series of Investigation 2, only 107 participants 

completed all five sections. S1 had the largest number of participants (n= 139) and S3 had the fewest 

(n= 127). When analyses within the individual series’ were conducted, all of the participants who 

completed that series were included. However, when conducting analyses between series’, only 

those who had completed the relevant series’ were included. The alternative was to only include 

participants who had completed all series’ (n= 107) which may have omitted valuable data.  

6.6 Next Chapter  

Chapter 7 reports the examination of ZTPI variables assessed in conjunction with the various student 

experience outcomes (e.g. success, SWB and psychological disorders). The findings are discussed at 

the end of the chapter. 
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Chapter 7 

INVESTIGATION 2  

Time-Perspective: Results and Discussion  

 

 

7.1 Time-Perspective: Descriptive Statistics  

The means, SDs, skewness and kurtosis statistics for the ZTPI variables are presented in Table 7.1 

(S1) and Table 7.2 (S3). Means were similar for both series’, ranging between 2.64 (S1 Present-

Fatalism) and 3.54 (S1 Future) and were similar in magnitude to those reported by Zimbardo and 

Boyd (1999). BTP Means and SDs were also consistent between the S1 and S3, with BTP(a) having a 

marginally lower mean scores than BTP(b).  

Histograms revealed that S1 and S3 ZTPI variables had approximate normal distributions, but some 

orientations revealed slight negative skew and kurtosis, which has been reported elsewhere (e.g. 

Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011). However, statistics indicated that most variables were either below 

.5 or no more than twice the SE (Miles & Shevlin, 2001). The main exception being the kurtosis of S1 

Past-Positive (1.147), which was caused by a single outlier. Its removal changed the statistic to -.007, 

but had negligible effect on the mean (increasing by .01), SD and intercorrelations. To maintain the 

integrity of the dataset, the participant’s data were not removed, but some relevant analyses were 

conducted twice (with and without the outlier) and results were compared (Miles & Shevlin). 

Additionally, Mello and Worrell (2006) reported kurtosis statistics of above 2.82 for all ZTPI subscales 

and still conducted a series of statistical analysis, including multiple regressions. 
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Table 7.1 
Means, Standard Deviations, Skewness and Kurtosis for S1 ZTPI Variables 

ZTPI N Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 
(Series 1)    (SE= .206) (SE= .408) 

Past-Negative 139 3.11 .73 -.204 -.816 

Present-Hedonistic 139 3.33 .49 -.227 -.503 

Future 139 3.54 .55 -.201 -.455 

Past-Positive 139 3.51 .61 -.420 1.147 

Present-Fatalistic 139 2.62 .53 .050 .558 

BTP(a) 139 3.32 .41 .094 -.566 

BTP(b) 139 3.70 .40 .168 -.225 

 
 
Table 7.2 
Means, Standard Deviations, Skewness and Kurtosis for S3 ZTPI Variables 

ZTPI N Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis 
(Series 3)    (SE= .206) (SE= .408) 

Past-Negative 127 3.12 .68 -.317 -.467 

Present-Hedonistic 127 3.46 .53 -.001 -.551 

Future 127 3.45 .48 -.052 .040 

Past-Positive 127 3.50 .58 -.736 .569 

Present-Fatalistic 127 2.74 .55 -.388 .480 

BTP(a) 127 3.28 .41 .260 -.169 

BTP(b) 127 3.67 .38 -.011 -.468 

7.1.2 Intercorrelations and Reliability of the ZTPI Subscales 

S1 intercorrelations between the five ZTPI subscales (see Table 7.3) were similar in direction but 

slightly smaller than those reported by Zimbardo & Boyd (1999). Magnitudes were comparable to 

Boniwell et al.’s (2010) British (predominately female) student sample. S3 intercorrelations 

resembled those from S1, with the addition of a significant positive correlation between Past-

Positive and Future (see Table 7.4).  

Alpha reliabilities for the S1 ZTPI subscales were: α= .82 (Past-Negative), α= .77 (Present-Hedonism), 

α= .75 (Future), α= .74 (Past-Positive) and α= .59 (Present-Fatalist). These were consistent with those 
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reported by Boniwell et al., (2010) but with slightly higher Present-Fatalism. S3 alphas were: α= .82 

(Past-Negative), α= .83 (Present-Hedonist), α= .70 (Future), α= .77 (Past-Positive) and α= .69 

(Present-Fatalist) and also in line with Boniwell et al. 

Table 7.3 
Intercorrelations between the Five ZTPI Sub-scales from S1  

(N = 139) PN PH F PP PF 

Past-Negative —  .132  -.088  -.377 ***  .302 *** 

Present-Hedonistic   —  -.154   .148   .270 ** 

Future     —   .159  -.324 *** 

Past-Positive       —  -.069  

Present-Fatalistic         —  

*
p < .05, two-tailed. **

p < .01, two-tailed. ***
p < .001, two-tailed.     

 
 
Table 7.4 
Intercorrelations between the Five ZTPI Sub-scales from S3 

(N = 127) PN PH F PP PF 

Past-Negative —  .159  -.170  -.370 ***  .391 *** 

Present-Hedonistic   —  -.160   .173   .421 *** 

Future     —   .232 ** -.228 ** 

Past-Positive       —  -.014  

Present-Fatalistic         —  

*
p < .05, two-tailed. **

p < .01, two-tailed. ***
p < .001, two-tailed.     

 

 

7.1.3 Time-Perspective Changes from S1 to S3 

Figure 7.1 depicts the ZTPI subscales mean scores (S1 and S3) for participants who completed both 

series’ (n= 123). Past-Negative, Present-Hedonism and Present-Fatalist scores increased (Present-

Hedonism and Present-Fatalism increases were significant). Future and Past-Positive mean scores 

increased in S3 but were non-significant. The large coefficients between the two series (Figure 7.1) 

suggest relative stability regarding rank order of participants scores (Long, 2012). 
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Figure 7.1 
Line graphs depicting S1 and S3 mean scores and correlations for the five ZTPI components. 

 

 

BTP (a and b) variables were calculated using the same formula, but with marginally different 

interpretations of the optimal ZTPI subscale scores. As a result, they were quite similar and showed 

very strong correlations with each other (S1: r= .955, N= 139, p< .001; S3: r=  .954, N= 127, p< .001). 

Mean differences between S1 and S3 BTP calculations were negligible and non-significant. Within 

the sample, the mean BTP Scores decreased marginally in S3 (see Figure 7.2). Correlation coefficients 

between S1 and S3 BTP Scores were both significant and of strong magnitude. 
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   Figure 7.2 
   Line graphs depicting S1 and 3 mean scores and correlations for both BTP calculations. 

 

7.2 Time-Perspective and Student Success  

7.2.1 Time-Perspective relationships with Year-1 Average Grade 

Pearson’s r correlation coefficients between ZTPI variables (S1 and S3) and Year-1 AG are reported in 

Table 7.5 below.  

Table 7.5 
Correlations between S1 and S3 ZTPI Variables, UCAS Average and Year-1 AG 

 S1. ZTPI / Year-1 AG (n= 125) S3. ZTPI / Year-1 AG (n= 114) 

Past-Negative -.120  -.155 
*
 

Present-Hedonistic -.022  -.092  

Future  .268 
**
  .310 

***
 

Past-Positive  .149 
*
  .141  

Present-Fatalistic -.122  -.201 
*
 

BTP(a) .205 
*
 .246 

** 

BTP(b) .206 
*
 .230 

* 

UCAS Average .323  
***

  (n= 115) .323  
***

  (n= 115) 

*
p < .05, one-tailed. 

**
p < .01, one-tailed.  

 ***
p < .001, one-tailed. 
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As expected, Future, BTP(a) and BTP(b) from S1 and S3 were positively associated with Year-1 AG. 

Present-Fatalism (S3) was negatively associated Year-1 AG, but S1 Present-Fatalism did not achieve 

significance. However, the direction was as expected. UCAS Average was positively associated with 

Year-1 AG. Correlation Coefficients were generally of small to moderate magnitude, with UCAS 

Average and Future demonstrating the strongest associations. 

7.2.2 Predicting Year-1 AG with Time-Perspective Variables 

Predictions P1a – P2c were assessed with singular, multiple and hierarchical regression models. All 

data were screened and preliminary assumption testing was conducted. Collinearity statistics were 

assessed for each analysis (all VIF> 1.0) alongside a visual inspection of the coefficients. As expected, 

multicollinearity existed between the two BTP DVs, but these were never entered into the same 

analysis. No other multicollinearity issues were observed.  S1 and S3 were assessed separately. 

7.2.2.1 Prediction P1(a) 

To assess Prediction P1(a) for S3 data, a Future/Present-Fatalist model was subjected to multiple 

regression analyses to examine its ability to predict Year-1 AG. The combined model (S3) accounted 

for 11.3% of Year-1 AG variance, (adjusted R²= .096), F(2,111)= 7.095; p= .001). Future made the 

strongest unique contribution (SEβ= .278) and was statistically significant, t(2,111)= 3.021; p= .003. 

Unstandardised Beta coefficients indicated that Year-1 AG increased from 43.69% by 4.55% for every 

incremental increase in Future (ranging from 1 - 5), whilst controlling for Present-Fatalism. However, 

the unique contribution of Present-Fatalism was not significant (SEβ= -.134), t(2,211) = 1.459; p= 

.147. To assess the unique variance in AG explained by Future, two hierarchical regressions were 

conducted. The first involved entry of Future at step 1 and Present-Fatalism at step 2, the second 

involved entry of the same variables, in reverse order. The combined outputs implied that Future 

contributed 7.3% and Present-Fatalism contributed 1.7% unique variance (shared variance = 2.3%).  
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To assess Prediction P1(a) for S1, a linear regression model was used. For S1, the only ZTPI subscale 

to yield a significant (one-tailed) correlation with Year-1 AG was Future. Present-Fatalism did not 

achieve statistical significance and was omitted from the analysis. A linear regression yielded an R² 

statistic of .072 (adjusted r²= .064) accounting for 7.2% of the variance in Year-1 AG, F(1,123) = 

9.489; p= .003. The relationship was statistically significant, t(1,123)= 3.080; p= .003, indicating that 

Year-1 AG increases from a constant of 38.67% by 4.27% for every one increment of Future. 

7.2.2.2 Predictions P1(b) and P1(c) 

To assess whether a combined UCAS Average, Future and Present-Fatalist model would significantly 

predict Year-1 AG (P1b), and whether Future and Present-Fatalism could predict Year-1 AG when 

UCAS Average was controlled for (P1c), the variables were exposed to hierarchical regression 

analyses. Again, S3 and S1 data were examined separately. 

For S3, hierarchical regression assessed the unique variance in Year-1 AG accounted for by Future, 

whilst controlling for the effects of UCAS Average. Present-Fatalism did not provide a unique 

contribution to Year-1 AG and was omitted from this analysis. UCAS Average was entered into the 

analysis first and accounted for 9.7% of Year-1 AG variance (adjusted R² = .089), SEβ = .294, 

F(1,103)= 11.123; p= .001.  Future entered at step 2, provided an additional 7.2% (R2 change = .072) 

SEβ = .268, F change (1,102) = 8.789, p= .004). The overall model explained 16.9% of the variance in 

Year-1 AG (adjusted R²= .153), F(2,102)=  10.377; p= <.001. Whilst controlling for UCAS Average, the 

Future/Year-1 AG relationship was statistically significant, t(1,102)= 2.965; p= .004, indicating a Year-

1 AG increase from 31.67%, by 4.35% for every 1 increment of Future (whilst controlling for UCAS 

Average). An additional hierarchical regression was performed entering the variables in reverse 

order to examine the unique variance. Comparing the R2 values to the previous hierarchical 

regression, it was determined that Future and UCAS average shared 1.1% of the variance in AG and 

UCAS Average contributed 8.6% unique variance.  
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For S1, hierarchical regression assessed the unique variance in Year-1 AG accounted for by Future, 

whilst controlling for the effects of UCAS Average. Again, Present-Fatalism was omitted from this 

analysis. UCAS Average was entered in step 1, accounting for 10.4% of Year-1 AG variance (adjusted 

R² = .096), F(1,113)= 13.152; p= .<001). With the addition of Future, the overall model explained 

14.1% of the variance (adjusted R² = .125), F(2,112)=  9.160; p< .001 (SEβ= .375). Future accounted 

for an additional 3.6% when UCAS Average was controlled for, R squared change =.029 (SEβ= .191), F 

change (1,112) = 4.732, p= .032. Results indicated that Year-1 AG increased from 35.35% by 2.86% 

for every 1 increment of Future, whilst controlling for UCAS Average. To establish the unique and 

shared variance between both predictors, a subsequent hierarchical regression was applied, 

entering the variables in reverse order, indicating that UCAS Average contributed 9.7% unique 

variance and the two variables shared 0.7% variance in Year-1 AG.   

7.2.2.3 Prediction P2(a) 

To assess whether S3 BTP measurements could individually predict Year-1 AG (P3a), two 

independent linear regression analyses were conducted for each BTP variable. Table 7.6 below 

shows that each BTP variable contributed significantly to Year-1 AG at similar levels. Small-medium 

effect sizes were evident, with BTP(a) accounting for 6% and BTP(b), 5.3% of variance in Year 1 AG. 

 
Table 7.6 
Linear Regressions between S3 BTP (a & b) and Year-1 AG.  

ZTPI N β0 (Intercept) β1 (Slope) SEβ F df p= R2 R2
 (Adjusted)  

S3 BTP(a) 114 39.10% 4.66% .246 7.20 1,112 .008 .060 .052 

S3 BTP(b) 114 37.38% 4.64% .230 6.27 1,112 .014 .053 .045 

 

 

The same analyses were conducted for S1 BTP (a & b) variables (Table 7.7 below) demonstrating that 

each BTP variable contributed significantly to Year-1 AG at similar levels. Small-medium effect sizes 

were evident with BTP(a) and BTP(b) both accounting for 4.2% of the variance in Year-1 AG.  



 

165 
 

Table 7.7 
Linear Regressions between S1 BTP (a & b) and Year-1 AG.  

ZTPI N β0 (Intercept) β1 (Slope) SEβ F df p= R2 R2
 (Adjusted)  

S1 BTP(a) 125 38.70% 4.55% .205 5.39
 

1,123 .022 .042 .034 

S1 BTP(b) 125 36.66% 4.64% .206 5.43 1,123 .021 .042 .034 

 

7.2.2.4 Prediction P2(b)  

Hierarchical regression analysis assessed whether a combined UCAS Average/BTP(a) model from S3 

could predict Year-1 AG and whether BTP(a) could predict Year-1 AG whilst controlling for UCAS 

Average. UCAS Average was entered at step 1 accounting for 9.7% of the variance in Year-1 AG (SEβ= 

.361). After entry of BTP(a) at step 2, the combined model explained 13% of the variance, F (2,102) = 

7.653, p= 001. BTP(a) explained an additional 3.3% after controlling for UCAS Average (SEβ= .186), R 

squared change = .033, F change (1,102) = 3.873, p= .05. To assess the amount of variance shared 

between the two variables, an additional hierarchical regression was performed entering the 

variables in reverse order. It was determined that BTP(a) and UCAS average shared 2.6% of the 

variance, whilst UCAS contributed 7.1% unique variance. 

The same analysis was conducted for S1: UCAS average grade was entered at step 1 accounting for 

9.6% of the variance in Year-1 AG. After entry of BTP(a) at step 2, the combined model explained 

11.9% of the variance (SEβ= .345), F (2,112) = 7.555, p= 001. BTP(a) explained an additional 1.5% 

after controlling for the effects of UCAS Average Grade (SEβ= .125), R squared change = .015, but did 

not achieve statistical significance, F change (1,102) = 1.858, p= .176. 

7.2.2.5 Prediction P2(c) 

The same processes were conducted with BTP(b). For S3, UCAS Average was entered first, 

accounting for 9.7% of the Year-1 AG variance (SEβ= .347). BTP(b) was entered at step 2 and the 

combined model explained 12% of the variance, F (2,102) = 6.978, p= 001. BTP(b) explained an 
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additional 2.3% after controlling for the effects of UCAS Average (SEβ= .155), but did not achieve 

statistical significance, R squared change = .023, F change (1,102) = 2.654, p= .106. 

For S1, UCAS Average was entered first accounting for 9.6% of Year-1 AG variance. BTP(b) was 

entered at step 2 and the combined model explained 11.7% of the variance (SEβ= .342), F (2,102) = 

7.420, p= 001. BTP(b) explained an additional 1.3%, after controlling for the effects of UCAS Average 

(SEβ= .116) but was not significant, R squared change = .013, F change (1,102) = 1.617, p= .206. 

A subsequent analysis (reported in Appendix S) examined typical future scores over-time using HCA 

on S1 and S3 Future variables. The analysis identified three groups, each with comparable S1 and S3 

Future scores: A High, Mid and Low Future orientation group. Most variation in future across the 

series’ were associated with the large middle group. The three groups performed significantly 

differently on Year-1 AG, with the consistently high Future oriented group achieving on average, 

almost 10% higher grades than those in the Low group. 

7.2.3 Relationships between ZTPI Variables and PSSQ Factors 

ZTPI variables from S1 and S3 were correlated with the PSSQ and PSSQ(2) variables. PSSQ 

measurements were taken twice (S2 and S3), but examination success (PSSQ 2) was only taken in S3. 

Three sets of relationships between the ZTPI and PSSQ were examined, with varying time intervals 

between them. First, relationships were assessed when the ZTPI and PSSQ/PSSQ(2) were completed 

at the same point in time in S3 (See Table 7.8). Second, relationships were examined over one term, 

when the ZTPI was completed at the start of Year 1 (S1) and the PSSQ was completed at the start of 

Term 2 (S2) (see Table 7.9). Finally, relationships were examined over 2 terms, when the ZTPI was 

completed in S1 and the PSSQ/PSSQ(2) were completed in S3 (see Table 7.10). The length of time 

between completions was typically inversely related to the magnitude of the relationships.  
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Table 7.8 
Correlations between the ZTPI and PSSQ variables from S3 

ZTPI  PSSQ         PSSQ (2) 
(N= 127)  Learning Career Social Finances Health Uni-work Enthusiasm  Exams 

PN  - .290*** - .171* - .260** - .242** - .530*** - .381*** - .231**  - .199* 
PH  - .050  .024  .393*** - .220**  .063 - .028  .090   .000 
F   .558***  .483***  .044  .292***  .146  .378***  .349***   .296*** 
PP   .118  .144  .180*  .156*  .260**  .225*  .116   .120 
PF  - .299*** - .304*** - .010 - .196* - .277** - .319*** - .251**  - .365*** 

BTP(a)   .354***  .299***  .183*  .319***  .491***  .432***  .263**   .286** 
BTP(b)   .359***  .336***  .264**  .294***  .513***  .450***  .292**   .301*** 
*
p < .05, one-tailed.        

**
p < .01, one-tailed.        

***
p < .001, one-tailed. 

 

 
Table 7.9 
Correlations between the ZTPI variables from S1 and the PSSQ variables from S2  

S1 ZTPI  S2 PSSQ        
(N= 130)  Learning Career Social Finances Health Uni-work Enthusiasm 

PN  - .309*** - .208** - .212** - .083 - .397*** - .282** - .185* 
PH  - .092  .089  .362*** - .185*  .012 - .009  .124 
F   .536***  .278**  .027  .289***  .129  .230**  .253** 
PP   .000  .131  .251**  .039  .188*  .127  .035 
PF  - .292*** - .210** - .137 - .239** - .242** - .340*** - .222** 

BTP(a)   .339***  .263**  .155*  .192*  .399***  .367***  .194* 
BTP(b)   .315***  .283**  .227**  .181*  .380***  .377***  .216** 
*
p < .05, one-tailed.        

**
p < .01, one-tailed.        

***
p < .001, one-tailed. 

 
 

Table 7.10 
Correlations between the ZTPI variables from S1 and PSSQ variables from S3  

S1 ZTPI  S3 PSSQ         PSSQ (2) 
(N= 123)  Learning Career Social Finances Health Uni-work Enthusiasm  Exams 

PN  - .234** - .142 - .179* - .068 - .472*** - .240** - .155*  - .185* 
PH  - .058  .010  .347*** - .268**  .012  .044  .085   .068 
F   .427***  .330***  .115  .274**  .118  .229**  .268**   .225** 
PP   .056  .090  .266**  .102  .271**  .250**  .038   .061 
PF  - .289** - .336***  .024 - .137 - .215** - .257** - .279**  - .332*** 

BTP(a)   .299***  .257**  .184*  .171*  .470***  .333***  .201*   .258** 
BTP(b)   .300***  .285**  .277**  .130  .471***  .357***  .222**   .306*** 
*
p < .05, one-tailed.        

**
p < .01, one-tailed.        

***
p < .001, one-tailed. 

As predicted, Past-Negative was inversely associated with Social Success, Health and Enthusiasm in 

all assessments. It was also negatively associated with some academic success factors. Present-
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Hedonism was positively associated with Social Success and negatively associated with Financial 

Success in all assessments, but failed to significantly associate with any other PSSQ factors. The four 

PSSQ factors pertaining to academic success were positively associated with Future in all 

assessments. The strongest in magnitude was Learning, which demonstrated moderate-to-strong 

relationships. Career Ambition and Financial Success revealed moderate associations with Future, 

whilst Uni-Work, Enthusiasm and Exams were generally small-to-moderate. As expected, Past-

Positive revealed positive associations with Social Success and Health in all three assessments. Also 

as expected, Present-Fatalism was negatively associated with Learning, Career Ambition, Uni-Work, 

Enthusiasm and Exams. Financial Success only achieved significance in two of the three assessments.  

BTP was expected to be positively associated with all PSSQ variables, in all three assessments. BTP(a) 

achieved this feat, whilst BTP(b) achieved similar results, but was not significantly associated with 

Financial Success in assessment three. The strongest associations for BTP (a and b) were Health and 

Uni-Work. When comparing the BTP measurements, the magnitude of the relationships with PSSQ 

factors were relatively similar. BTP(a) typically showed stronger associations with Financial Success, 

whereas BTP(b) showed stronger associations with Uni-Work and Enthusiasm.  

 

7.2.4 Time Perspective and End-of-Year Success Clusters 

The nine variables estimating end-of-year success were Year-1 AG and all eight S3 PSSQ/PSSQ(2) 

variables. HCA was conducted on standardised Z scores and a three-cluster model was generated 

after examining a dendrogram. A between groups multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 

assessed how these clusters differed regarding the nine variables used to define them. MANOVA 

identified a significant multivariate group effect between for the combined variables, F (18, 198) = 

14.416, p< .001; Wilks’ Lambda = .158; ŋp2= .57. The three groups differed significantly on five of the 

nine variables associated with academic success. For each dependent variable, group means with 

different letters after them denote significant differences of p< .05 (see Table 7.11). 
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Table 7.11 
Means Comparison of Nine Success Variables for the Three Cluster Groups  

    Total 
Mean (SD) 
(N= 109) 

Success Group F= P= ŋp2
 

 Cluster1 
Low (n=18) 

Cluster 2 
Middle (n=50) 

 Cluster 3 
High (n=41) 

   

Year-1 AG (%) 54.53 (7.77) 42.57 (4.15)a  52.60 (2.50)b  62.13 (4.47)c 194.38 .000 .786 

PSSQ F1: Learning  3.09 (.77) 2.77 (.77)a 3.02 (.79)b 3.32 (.63)c 3.98 .022 .070 
PSSQ F2: Career  3.78 (.74) 3.67 (.61)a 3.70 (.81)a 3.97 (.69)b 1.96 .146 .036 
PSSQ F3: Social  3.70 (.69) 3.67 (.61)a 3.75 (.69)b 3.66 (.69)ab 0.19 .826 .004 
PSSQ F4: Financial 3.48 (.96) 3.20 (1.04)a 3.49 (.98)a 3.59 (.91)a 1.04 .358 .019 
PSSQ F5: Health 3.42 (.80) 3.24 (.90)a  3.43 (.82)a 3.48 (.77)a 0.57 .570 .011 
PSSQ F6: Uni-Work 3.17 (.77) 2.50 (.58)a 3.04 (.68)b 3.62 (.68)c 19.68 .000 .271 
PSSQ F7: Enthusiasm 3.76 (.82) 3.41 (.90)a 3.71 (.83)b 3.97 (.71)b 3.23 .044 .057 

PSSQ 2: Exam Success 2.96 (.69) 2.78 (.72)a 2.86 (.65)a 3.15 (.60)b 3.08 .050 .055 

For each dependent variable, group means with different letters after them denote statistically significant differences of p< .05.
 

 

The low-success group (Cluster 1) was characterised by the lowest means on seven of the nine 

variables. Statistically, this group differed significantly from the other two groups on Year-1 AG, 

Learning, Uni-Work and Enthusiasm. In addition, this group differed significantly from the high-

success group (Cluster 3) on Examination Success. The mean Year-1 AG for this cluster was at the 

lower end of the Third-class grade range (42.57%), with the sample average being 54.53%. Whilst 

the separate ANOVAs on the remaining 4 PSSQ factors did not achieve significance, within this 

sample, Cluster 1 scored lowest means on Career Ambition, Social Success and Health.  

The mid-success group (Cluster 2) was the largest of the three (n= 50) and tended to achieve means 

similar to the sample average on the nine defining variables. Year-1 AG was of a low-mid 2:2 

standard (52.60%), only marginally lower than the sample average (53.85%). Cluster 2 achieved the 

highest mean score for the Social Success, despite group differences not achieving significance. For 

the remaining seven variables, this cluster achieved the middle ranking scores when compared to 

Cluster 1 and 3. Within this sample, these results indicated that Cluster 2 could be interpreted as 

generally average success in all nine areas, but higher levels of perceived social success. 

The high-success group (Cluster 3) achieved the highest means for eight of the nine measures of 

success. The average Year-1 AG for this group was 62.13% (almost 10% higher than Cluster 2 and 
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almost 20% higher than Cluster 1). This group achieved higher means than the sample average on 

eight of the nine success variables. However, this group achieved the lowest mean Social Success 

score, but it was only fractionally lower than the low success group (Cluster 1). This group differed 

significantly from the other groups on variables associated with academic success. 

A one-way Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted to assess differences 

between High, Mid and Low success groups on six ZTPI variables from S1 (Past-Negative, Present-

Hedonism, Future, Past-Positive, BTPa and BTPb). Present-Fatalism was not included in the analysis 

as it did not meet Levene’s critera for equality of variances (A separate ANOVA was conducted for 

this variable). Other assumption testing was performed on the remaining variables and no serious 

violations were noted. There was a significant difference between groups on the combined ZTPI 

variables, F(12, 202) = 2.129, p= .017; Wilks’ Lambda = .79, ŋp2 = .11, indicating a moderate effect 

size. Group means for the IVs are displayed in Table 7.12 alongside post-hoc tests with a Bonferroni 

adjustment for each IV. Group means for each IV followed by different letters denote significant 

differences (p<.05). A separate one-way between-groups ANOVA was conducted for Present-

Fatalism which is also reported in Table 7.12 

 
Table 7.12 
A Comparison of the Three Cluster Group Means for ZTPI Variables  

ZTPI Sample 
Mean 

(N= 109) 

Success Group            F= p= ŋp2 
 Low 
(n=18) 

Middle 
(n=50) 

 High  
(n=41) 

   

PN 3.12 3.25a 3.28a 2.85b 5.07 .008 .087 

PH 3.44 3.49a 3.43a 3.42a 0.15 .866 .003 

F 3.49 3.38a 3.37a 3.69b 6.47 .002 .109 

PP 3.50 3.52ab 3.35a 3.68b 4.04 .020 .071 

PF (ANOVA) 2.63 2.81a 2.74a 2.43b 4.49 .013 - 

BTP (a) 3.32 3.19a 3.21a 3.51b 8.55 .000 .139 

BTP (b) 3.69 3.59a 3.56a 3.86b 7.94 .001 .130 

For each dependent variable, group means with different letters after them denote statistically significant differences of p< .05.
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These data support Prediction P3, of a significant multivariate difference between the three groups 

on the combined S1 ZTPI variables. When DV differences were considered seperately, the data 

supported Prediction P4, that the high-success group would have significantly higher levels of Future 

orientation, BTP (a and b) and significantly lower levels of Present-Fatalism than the other groups. 

Prediction P5 was only partly supported by these data. Whilst the Low-success group had 

significantly lower levels of Future, BTP (a and b) and higher Present-Fatalism than the High-success 

group, differences were not statistically significant when compared with the Mid-success group.  

7.2.4.1 Predicting Membership for the Three Success Groups 

To further examine whether BTP(a) could predict membership of the high, mid or low success 

groups, a multinomial logistic regression was performed examining UCAS Average and BTP(a) as 

predictor variables. Both predictors combined, produced a good model fit, 2(4, N = 100) = 26.55, p< 

.001, indicating it was better than no model at determining which group membership. The Mid-

success group was the largest (n= 45) and used as the reference group. Without the model there was 

a 45% chance of classifying participants into this group. The combined model explained between 

23% (Cox and Snell R2) and 27% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in group status and correctly 

classifiied 60% of participants into the appropriate group. The model correctly classified 78% into the 

Mid-success group and 64% into the High-success group. The model was unable to correctly classify 

any participants into the Low-Success group. The strongest predictor for High-success membership 

was BTP(a), with an odds ratio of 10.03. This indicated that whilst controlling for UCAS Average, for 

every 1 increment increase in BTP, respondents were 10.03 times more likely to be in the High-

success group, β0 (Intercept) = -.9.97, β1= 2.306, p= .001. UCAS Average achieved an odds ratio of 

1.04, indicating that for every 1% increase in UCAS Average, participants were 1.04 times more likely 

to be in the High-success group, β2= .035, p= .049. Neither predictor could significantly estimate 

membership of the Low-success group. 
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7.2.5 Time-Perspective and Passing Year-1 

To assess whether S1 ZTPI variables (Future, Present-Fatalism and BTP) differed in those who passed 

and failed Year-1, three Independent-samples t-tests were performed. T-tests were selected because 

only a small number of participants failed the year (n= 7). As three t-tests were conducted, an 

adjusted alpha of .017 was used to assess statistical significance (see Table 7.13). 

Table 7.13 
Means Comparison for S1 ZTPI Variables between Participants who Passed and Failed Year 1 

ZTPI 
(Series 1) 

Passed (n= 119) 
Mean (SD) 

Failed (n= 7) 
Mean (SD) 

t= dƒ p= 
(One-tailed) 

Cohen’s d 

F 3.58 (0.54) 3.04 (0.52) 2.525 124  .008 0.45 
PF* 2.63 (0.55) 2.41 (0.19) 2.430 13 .29** .015 1.33 
BTP(a) 3.33 (0.39) 3.26 (0.31) 0.453 124  .326 0.08 
NOTE:    * Direction not as predicted 
 ** Equal variances not assumed 

These data partly support prediction P6. The Failed-group had a significantly lower Future score than 

the Passed-group. However, contrary to P6, the Failed-group had a significantly lower Present-

Fatalism score. No significant difference was identified between the two groups on BTP(a) scores. 

 

7.3 Psychological  Problems and Demographic Variables  

7.3.1 Age, sex and Psychological Problems 

A one-way MANOVA was conducted to assess differences between males (n= 13) and females (n= 

110) on DASS (depression, anxiety, stress) from S1 and S3. Assumption testing was conducted and 

no serious violations were noted. There was no significant difference between the combined six 

variables pertaining to psychological problems, F(6, 116) =.644, p= .695; Wilks’ Lambda = .97, ŋp2 = 

.03. Prediction P7 that females would have significantly higher levels of anxiety and depression (S1 & 

S3) than males was not supported by these data. 
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Additionally, no significant (two-tailed) relationships were identified between age and the measures 

pertaining to psychological difficulties (DASS: Depression, Anxiety, Stress and PANAS: Negative-

Affect) for S1 and for S3. However, when the correlations were computed for males, only S1 PANAS 

Negative-Affect had a significant association with age (r= -.484, n= 17 p= .049), indicating a greater 

prevalence of Negative-Affect among older males.  However, these results must be interpreted with 

caution because of the small sample size of males. When females were assessed separately, there 

were no significant relationships between age and any of the measures of psychological problems.  

7.3.2 Changes in Depression and Anxiety Over Time 

Figure 7.3 presents the Means and SDs for the DASS variables (Depression, Anxiety, Stress and Total) 

from S1 to S3 (variables can range from 0 – 42). Within this sample (n= 123), mean scores on all 

DASS variables increased in S3. The interpretation of the scores varies between the three factors and 

is presented in Table 7.14  

 

Figure 7.3 
Means (SDs) for DASS-21 (Depression, Anxiety, Stress, Total) for S1 and S3. 
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Table 7.14 
Categorical Interpretations for the Three DASS Factors (based on Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995)  
 

    Depression       Anxiety   Stress 

Normal 0 - <10 0 - <8 0 - <15 
Mild 10 - <14 8 - <10 15 - <19 
Moderate 14 - <21 10 - <15 19 - <26 
Severe 21 - <27 15 - <20 26 - <34 
Extremely Severe 28 -   42 20 -   42 34 -   42 

 

Paired-Samples t-test’s were conducted seperately for Depression and Anxiety, comparing them 

between S1 and S3 among participants (n= 123) who completed the DASS on both instances.  

 Depression scores were ‘mild’ for S1 (M= 10.39, SD= 9.62) and S3 (M= 10.83, SD= 0.96). The 

small mean increase in S3 was not statistically significant (p= .644). 

 Anxiety scores were ‘mild’ in S1 (M= 9.56 SD= 8.82) and ‘Moderate’ in S3 (M= 11.43 SD= 10.27). 

A Paired-Samples t-test identified that the increase was statistically significant, t(122)= -2.047, 

p= .022, Cohen’s d = .37 indicating a small effect size.  

Prediction P8, that Depression and Anxiety would be significantly higher in S3 than in S1 was 

therefore partly supported by these data. 

Most participants (n= 123) completed question PP1: “Do you currently experience psychological ill-

health?” in both S1 and S3. Nine participants answered “yes” to PP1 in S1, whereas, thirteen 

participants answered “yes” in S3 (eight of whom had answered “yes” in S1). Prediction P9 that 

numbers of participants reporting psychological ill-health would be significantly higher in S3 was 

assessed with McNemar’s Test. However, the change in the proportion of the sample declaring 

psychological ill-health in both series’ was found to not be significant, p= .110. 
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7.4 Time-Perspective and Psychological  Problems  

7.4.1 Associations between ZTPI and Psychological Problems Variables from Same Series 

Pearson’s correlations for S1 data revealed several significant associations between ZTPI variables 

and those pertaining to psychological difficulties (Table 7.15). A similar pattern of associations was 

identified when all measures were completed for the second time in S3 (Table 7.16). 

Table 7.15  
S1 Correlations between the ZTPI and Psychological Problem Variables 

S1.ZTPI  
(N= 139) 

  S1.DASS  S1.PANAS   
   Total Depression  Anxiety Stress Negative   Positive  

Past-Negative  .535 
***

  .489 
***

  .477 
***

  .451 
***

  .554 
***

 -.277 
**
 

Present-Hedonism  .107   .047   .120   .118   .110   .057  

Future -.071  -.108   .003  -.081  -.058   .406 
***

 

Past-Positive -.260 
**
 -.264 

**
 -.223 

**
 -.201 

**
 -.218 

**
  .224 

**
 

Present-Fatalism  .224 
**
  .200 

**
  .199 

**
  .195 

*
  .294 

***
 -.215 

**
 

BTP(a) -.513 
***

 -.467 
***

 -.456 
***

 -.437 
***

 -.531 
***

  .339 
***

 

BTP(b) -.475 
*** 

-.441 
*** 

-.402 
*** 

-.414 
*** 

-.491 
*** 

-349 
*** 

  
 *
p < .05, one-tailed. 

**
p < .01, one-tailed.  

 ***
p < .001, one-tailed.

 
 
 

 
 

 

Table 7.16 
S3 Correlations between the ZTPI and Psychological Problem Variables 

S3.ZTPI  
(N= 127) 

  S3.DASS  S3.PANAS   
   Total Depression  Anxiety Stress Negative   Positive  

Past-Negative .455 
***

 .471 
***

 .457 
***

 .382 
***

 .386 
***

 -.349 
***

 

Present-Hedonism .128  .116  .131  .122  .098  .118  

Future -.073  -.089  -.073  -.047  -.017  .227 
**
 

Past-Positive -.360 
***

 -.383 
***

 -.356 
***

 -.295 
***

 -.194 
*
 .296 

***
 

Present-Fatalism .142  .157 
*
 .148 

*
 .102  .189 

*
 -.133  

BTP(a) -.446 
***

 -.462 
***

 -.445 
***

 -.375 
***

 -.371 
***

 .361 
***

 

BTP(b) -.433 
*** 

-.448 
*** 

-.426 
*** 

-.372 
*** 

-.362 
*** 

.418 
*** 

  
 *
p < .05, one-tailed. 

**
p < .01, one-tailed.  

 ***
p < .001, one-tailed.

 
 
 

 
 

 

As expected, positive medium and strong correlations were found between Past-Negative and all 

measures of psychological distress (these were of a slightly smaller magnitude in S3). Future and 

Present-Hedonism were not significantly related to any measures of psychological difficulties in 

either series. As anticipated, Past-Positive showed significant weak and moderate negative 

correlations with all psychological problem variables in both series, but these were slightly stronger 
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in S3. Weaker positive correlations were found between Present-Fatalism and psychological 

problems. In S3, the DASS Total and Stress were not significantly associated with Present-Fatalism. 

As anticipated, BTP variables showed moderate and strong negative associations with all variables 

pertaining to psychological problems. These were slightly strnger in S1 than in S3. BTP(a) typically 

had marginally stronger negative associations with psychological problems than BTP(b). 

7.4.2 Predicting S1 Psychological Problems with S1 ZTPI Variables 

A simultaneous multiple regression analysis assessed the ability of three S1 ZTPI subscales (Past-

Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist) to predict S1 DASS Total. Preliminary assumption 

testing was conducted (Miles & Shevlin, 2001) and no serious violations were noted. However, Past-

Positive and Present-Fatalism were weakly correlated with the outcome variable (<.3), which may 

have rendered them less effective predictors. However, they were considered important variables 

for the model and both were >.22. The combined model yielded an R² statistic of .294 (adjusted r²= 

.279) accounting for 29.4% of the DASS Total variance, F(3,135)= 18.783; p< .001. When broken 

down into its component parts, Past-Negative was the only component to significantly contribute to 

the DASS Total, t(3,135)= 5.934; p< .001 (SEβ = .485).  

These data supported Prediction P10a, that a combined Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-

Fatalist model from S1 would significantly predict the DASS total score. However, Prediction P10b 

that Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist from S1 would individually and significantly 

contribute unique variance to S1 DASS total score was only supported for Past-Negative. 

7.4.3 Associations between S1 ZTPI and S3 Psychological Problems 

Pearson’s correlations were conducted (n= 123) to examine relationships between S1 ZTPI variables 

and S3 psychological problems variables (see Table 7.17). As expected, Past-Negative revealed 
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moderate positive associations and Past-Positive demonstrated moderate negative associations with 

the DASS variables. Contrary to predictions, no significant relationships were identified between 

Present-Fatalism and psychological problems. However, the direction of the relationships was as 

expected and may have achieved significance with a larger sample size.  

BTP (a and b) from S1 showed the highest associations with measures peratining to psychological 

problems from S3. Both BTP variables were negatively associated with DASS (depression, anxiety, 

stress, total) and PANAS (Negative-Affect) from S3.  

Table 7.17  
Correlations between the S1 ZTPI Variables and S3 Psychological Problem Variables  

S1. ZTPI 
(N= 123) 

  S3. DASS  S3. PANAS   
   Total Depression  Anxiety Stress Negative   Positive  

Past Negative .390 
***

 .374 
***

 .382 
***

 .368 
***

 .283 
**
 -.230 

**
 

Present Hedonism .108  .079  .114  .118  .074  .080  

Future -.066  -.087  -.073  -.029  .027  .257 
**
 

Past Positive -.387 
***

 -.391 
***

 -.374 
***

 -.350 
***

 -.212 
**
 .282 

**
 

Present Fatalism .115  .128  .108  .093  .124  -.173 
*
 

BTP(a) -.424 
***

 -.421 
***

 -.410 
***

 -.390 
***

 -.294 
***

 .331 
***

 

BTP(b) -.404 
*** 

-.413 
*** 

-.384 
*** 

-.367 
*** 

-.284 
** 

.390 
*** 

  
 *
p < .05, one-tailed. 

**
p < .01, one-tailed.  

 ***
p < .001, one-tailed.

 
 
 

 
 

 

7.4.4 Predicting S3 Psychological Problems with S1 ZTPI Variables  

A simultaneous multiple regression analysis assessed the ability of two S1 ZTPI subscales (Past-

Negative, Past-Positive) to predict S2 DASS Total. Present-Fatalism was not included in the analysis 

as it did not significantly relate to the outcome variable or any S3 DASS variables. Both predictor 

variables met the assumptions required for the regression analysis (Miles & Shevlin, 2001). The 

combined model explained 22.4% of the variance in S3 DASS Total (adjusted R2= .212), F(2,120) = 

17.369, p<.001 and both predictor variables contributed significantly: Past-Negative, SEß = .291, 

t(2,120) = 3.394, p= .001; Past-Positive, SEß = -.286, t(2,120) = -3.341, p= .001. The results indicated 

that whilst controlling for the effects of Past-Positive, DASS Total (scores range from 0-42) would 

increase from a constant of 17.61 by 3.9 for every one increment increase in Past-Negative. 
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Additionally, whilst controlling for the effects of Past-Negative, the DASS Total would decrease from 

a constant of 17.61 by -4.96 for every one increment increase in Past-Past-Positive.  

Prediction (P11a) that a combined S1 Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist model would 

significantly predict S3 DASS Total was largely supported (except for Present-Fatalist). P11b, that S1 

Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist would individually and significantly contribute 

unique variance to S3 DASS Total was supported for Past-Negative and Past-Positive. 

7.4.5  ZTPI differences between High and Low Psychological Problem Groups 

High and Low Psychological-Problems groups were formed. Low and high scores were identified on 

four key variables pertaining to psychological difficulties using 33rd and 66th percentile splits (S1 DASS 

Total & PANAS Negative-Affect and S3 DASS total & PANAS Negative-Affect). Participants scoring 

above the 66th percentile on all 4 variables were classified as the High Psychological-Problem group 

(n= 13). Those scoring below the 33rd percentile on all 4 variables were assigned to the Low 

Psychological-Problem group (n= 16). 

A one-way MANOVA was conducted to assess differences between the two groups on three ZTPI 

subscales from S1 (Past-Negative, Past-Positive, Present-Fatalist) and both S1 BTP measurements. 

Assumption testing was conducted and no violations were noted. There was a significant difference 

between the two groups on the combined ZTPI variables, F(12, 202) = 5.23, p <.001; Wilks’ Lambda = 

.38, ŋp2 = .62 indicating a very large effect size. Group means for the IVs are displayed in Table 7.18. 

All differences were significant and as predicted. Effect sizes were all large.  

These data fully support Prediction P12 that the High Psychological-Problem group would have 

significantly higher levels of Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism (S1) and significantly lower levels of 

Past-Positive, BTP(a) and BTP(b) than the Low Psychological-Problem group (S1). 
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Table 7.18 
A Comparison of ZTPI Variable Means for High and Low Psychological Problems Groups  

ZTPI 
Series 1 

Sample 
Mean (SD) 
(N= 109) 

Psychological Problems Group            F=    p= ŋp2
 

Low 
(n=16) 

High 
(n=13) 

   

PN 3.12 2.36 (0.55) 3.75 (0.68) 36.75 < .001 .576 

PP 3.50 3.68 (0.50) 3.16 (0.50) 7.73  .010 .223 

PF 2.63 2.44 (0.52) 2.91 (0.47) 6.52  .017 .195 

BTP (a) 3.32 3.66 (0.30) 2.94 (0.33) 37.33 < .001 .580 

BTP (b) 3.69 3.94 (0.27) 3.33 (0.31) 32.43 < .001 .546 

7.4.6 ZTPI differences between Depression/Anxiety Onset and Healthy Groups 

To assess whether ZTPI variables (Past-Negative, Past-Positive, Present-Fatalist and BTP) at the 

beginning of Term 1 could provide an indication of depression and anxiety onset, the data were 

screened and participants reporting low and mild depression in S1 and S3 were allocated to the Low 

Group (Please see Table 7.14 for criteria used to define categories of depression). Participants with 

low or mild levels in S1, but severe or very-severe levels in S3 were classified as the Depression 

Onset Group. These sub-groups were calculated separately for both depression and anxiety. Due to 

small group sizes, MANOVA was not appropriate. Therefore, a series of Independent-Samples t-tests 

were conducted for both depression and anxiety. A Bonferroni adjusted alpha was applied for 

significance testing (α= .01) for both depression and anxiety. 

The Depression Onset group (n= 8) reported low or mild levels of depression (< 14) in S1 (M= 6.25, 

SD= 3.79) and severe or extremely-severe (> 21) levels in S3 (M= 30.00, SD= 6.14). The Depression 

Healthy group (n= 67) had low levels in of depression in S1 (M= 4.51, SD= 3.28) and in S3 (M= 4.21, 

SD= 3.94). The Depression-Onset group had on average, mild levels of anxiety and low levels of 

stress, whereas the healthy group had low levels of both Anxiety and Stress in S1. Differences 

between the groups on anxiety and stress in S1 were not significant at a two-tailed level. Both 

groups had higher mean SHS and Positive-Affect scores that the sample average in S1.  
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Five Independent-Samples t-tests were conducted to assess S1 ZTPI differences between the 

Depression-Onset and Healthy groups. The results are presented in Table 7.19 and largely supported 

Prediction P13 for all variables except Present-Fatalism. Past-Positive and BTP(a) achieved the 

largest effect sizes. Present-Fatalism differences were in the predicted direction but not significant.  

 
Table 7.19 
Comparison of Means for ZTPI Variables for Depression-Healthy and Depression-Onset Groups 

ZTPI Depression  t= dƒ p= Cohen’s d 

  
(S1) 

Healthy (n= 67) 
Mean (SD) 

Onset (n= 8) 
Mean (SD) 

   
(One-tailed) 

 

PN 2.81 (0.64) 3.38 (0.59) - 2.421 73  .009 0.93 
PP 3.72 (0.57) 3.03 (0.50) 3.309 73 < .001 1.28 
PF 2.55 (0.58) 2.69 (0.41) - 0.668 73  .257 0.28 

BTP(a) 3.49 (0.37) 3.11 (0.25) 2.821 73  .003 1.20 
BTP(b) 3.85 (0.37) 3.52 (0.25) 2.450 73  .009 1.05 

 

Similarly, five Independent-Samples t-tests were conducted to assess S1 ZTPI differences between 

the Anxiety onset and healthy groups. The results are presented in Table 7.20 and mainly support 

Prediction P14 for Past-Negative, BTP(a) and BTP(b). Past-Negative achieved the largest effect size. 

Whilst the differences were in the predicted direction for Present-Fatalism and Past-Positive they did 

not achieve statistical significance at the adjusted level of α = .01. 

Table 7.20 
A Comparison of Means of ZTPI Variables for Anxiety Healthy and Anxiety Onset Groups. 

ZTPI Anxiety t=       dƒ p= Cohen’s d 

  
(S1) 

Healthy (n= 49) 
Mean (SD) 

Onset (n= 14) 
Mean (SD) 

   
(One-tailed) 

 

PN 2.69 (0.69) 3.41 (0.49) -3.684 61  < .001 1.20 
PP 3.64 (0.50) 3.38 (0.54)   1.674 61  .049 0.50 
PF 2.53 (0.57) 2.75 (0.43) -1.307 61  .098 -0.44 

BTP(a) 3.52 (0.39) 3.17 (0.32)   3.122 61  .002 0.98 
BTP(b) 3.86 (0.37) 3.59 (0.31)   2.457 61  .009 0.79 
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Finally, Prediction P15, that a non-linear relationship would exist between the S1 Future and S1 

Anxiety was assessed following a method presented by Miles and Shevlin (2001). Linear and 

curvilinear regressions were assessed to establish whether the R2
 value differed significantly. 

Quadratic functions for the Future variable were calculated and compared to the original linear 

score using a hierarchical regression against Anxiety. The R² for the curvilinear quadratic terms were 

higher than those of the original linear scores. However, these improvements in R² were not 

statistically significant, so the original linear score was preserved (Miles & Shevlin). 

7.5 Time-Perspective and SWB 

7.5.1 Associations between ZTPI and SWB from Same Series 

When all variables were assessed at the same point in time (S1 and S3), Pearson’s r correlational 

analyses were used to examine relationships between the ZTPI variables and measures of SWB 

(SWLS, SHS and PANAS Positive-Affect). Correlations for S1 variables are reported in Table 7.21 and 

those for S3 variables are reported in Table 7.22 below. As expected, Past-Negative revealed 

significant moderate and strong, negative associations with the all SWB measures, which were of 

similar magnitude in both S1 and S3. No significant associations were found between Present-

Hedonism and SWB for S1, but it was significantly and positively associated with the SHS (weak 

magnitude) in S3. Significant positive correlations were found between Future and all SWB measures 

in both series, but these were typically weak-moderate in magnitude. As expected, significant 

positive correlations were identified between Past-Positive and all SWB measures, in both S1 and S3. 

Weaker negative correlations were also identified between Present-Fatalism and SWB in both series. 

Unlike S1, Present-Fatalism was not significantly associated with Positive-Affect in S3. 
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Table 7.21 
Correlations between S1 ZTPI and S1 SWB Variables 

S1 ZTPI 
(N= 139) 

S1 SWLS S1 SHS S1 PANAS 

    Positive     Negative 

Past-Negative -.511 *** -.462 *** -.277 *** .554 *** 
Present-Hedonistic .108  .114  .057  .110  
Future .154 * .221 ** .406 *** -.058  
Past-Positive .487 *** .298 *** .224 ** -.218 ** 
Present-Fatalist -.171 * -.227 ** -.215 ** .294 *** 

BTP(a) .544 *** .459 *** .339 *** -.531 *** 
BTP(b) .558 *** .471 *** .349 *** -.491 *** 

*
p < .05, one-tailed. **

p < .01, one-tailed.   ***
p < .001, one-tailed.   

 
 
Table 7.22  
Correlations between S3 ZTPI and S3 SWB Variables 

S3 ZTPI 
(N= 127) 

S3 SWLS S3 SHS S3 PANAS 

    Positive     Negative 

Past-Negative -.568 *** -.415 *** -.349 *** .386 *** 
Present-Hedonistic .035  .159 * .118  .098  
Future .155 * .214 ** .227 ** -.017  
Past-Positive .410 *** .379 *** .296 *** -.194 * 
Present-Fatalist -.271 ** -.183 * -.133  .189 * 

BTP(a) .535 *** .413 *** .361 *** -.371 *** 
BTP(b) .545 *** .463 *** .418 *** -.362 *** 

*
p < .05, one-tailed. **

p < .01, one-tailed.   ***
p < .001, one-tailed.   

As expected, both measures of BTP revealed moderate and strong associations with all three SWB 

variables. In terms of magnitude BTP(b) tended show slightly higher associations with SWB variables 

than BTP(a). Additionally, the BTP variables had the highest association of all the ZTPI variables with 

the SWLS and the SHS. 

7.5.2 Associations between S1 ZTPI and S3 SWB  

Pearson’s correlations were conducted to assess relationships between S1 ZTPI and S3 SWB 

variables (see Table 7.23 below). The relationships were markedly similar to when they were 

assessed at the same point in time. Past-Negative showed moderate strength negative associations 

with SWB whilst Present-Fatalism showed comparable associations, but of a lesser magnitude. Past-
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Positive showed moderate positive associations with SWB and Future revealed weak positive 

associations with the SHS and PANAS Past-Positive. Present-Hedonism was positively associated with 

the SHS and both BTP variables were moderately to strongly associated with all SWB measures. 

Table 7.23 
Correlations between S1 ZTPI and S3 SWB Variables 

S1 ZTPI 
(N= 123) 

S3 SWLS S3 SHS S3 PANAS 

    Positive     Negative 

Past-Negative -.409 *** -.317 *** -.230 ** .283 ** 
Present-Hedonistic .045  .180 * .080  .074  
Future .136  .166 * .257 ** .027  
Past-Positive .355 *** .326 *** .282 ** -.212 ** 
Present-Fatalist -.247 ** -.163 * -.173 * .124  

BTP(a) .477 *** .377 *** .331 *** -.294 *** 
BTP(b) .507 *** .445 *** .390 *** -.284 ** 
*
p < .05, one-tailed. **

p < .01, one-tailed.   ***
p < .001, one-tailed.   

 

7.5.3 ZTPI differences between High and Low SWB Groups 

To assess differences between participants with consistently high and low SWB, two groups were 

formed. Low, moderate and high scores were identified on four SWB variables (S1: SHS, SWLS; S2: 

SHS, SWLS) using 33rd and 66th percentile splits. Those with scores above the 66th percentile on all 4 

SWB variables were classified as the high SWB group (n= 16). Participants scoring below the 33rd 

percentile on all 4 SWB variables were assigned to the low SWB group (n= 17). A one-way MANOVA 

was conducted to assess differences between groups on S1 ZTPI variables. The means (SDs) are 

displayed in Table 7.24. 

Table 7.24 
Means and (SDs) for ZTPI Variables between High and Low SWB-Groups 

 ZTPI Subscales  BTP  

 PN PH F PP PF  (a) (b) 

High SWB 
(n= 16) 

2.64 (0.67) 3.36 (0.52) 3.59 (0.42) 3.74 (0.52) 2.49 (0.56)  3.57 (0.32) 3.93 (0.34) 

Low SWB 
(n= 17) 

3.78 (0.43) 3.41 (0.52) 3.42 (0.67) 3.29 (0.45) 2.97 (0.52)  2.94 (0.21) 3.34 (0.22) 
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Assumption testing was conducted prior to the analysis with no serious violations noted. There was 

a significant difference between SWB groups on the combined ZTPI variables, F(5, 27) = 10.789, p< 

.001; Wilks’ Lambda = .33, ŋp2 = .67 indicated a large effect size. When the results for the dependent 

variables were considered separately, three reached statistical significance, these were: Past-

Negative, F(1, 31) = 34.306, p< .001, ŋp2 = .53, Past-Positive, F(1, 31) = 6.743, p= .014, ŋp2 = .18 and 

Present-Fatalism, F(1, 31) = 6.563, p= .015, ŋp2 = .17, all indicating large effect sizes. An inspection of 

the mean scores revealed that the Low SWB group had significantly higher negative ZTPI scores 

(Past-Negative and Present-Fatalist) and the High SWB group had significantly higher Past-Positive.  

Differences in group means were assessed separately for each BTP operationalisation. An 

independent-samples t-test identified a significantly higher mean BTP(a) score for the High SWB 

group, t (31) = 6.660, p< .001, ŋ2= .59, indicating a large effect size (one-tailed).  

A separate independent samples t-test also identified a significantly higher BTP(b) score 

among the High SWB Group, t (31) = 6.003, p< .001, ŋ2= .54, indicating a similar, but slightly smaller 

effect size (one-tailed).  

 

These data support prediction P16 that the High SWB Group would have significantly higher levels of 

S1 Past-Positive, BTP(a and b) and significantly lower levels of S1 Past-Negative and Present Fatalist 

than the Low SWB Group.  
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7.6 Discussion 

 

7.6.1 Time-Perspective and Year-1 Average Grade 

As expected, correlations between ZTPI variables (S1 and S3) and Year-1 AG were significant and 

positive for Future and BTP (a) and (b), whilst negative for Present-Fatalism (only S1 was significant). 

Prediction P1a, that a Future/Present-Fatalist model (S3) would significantly predict AG, was 

supported. When combined with UCAS Average, the model also predicted AG, supporting prediction 

P1b. However, Prediction P1c, that Future and Present-Fatalism would individually predict AG whilst 

controlling for UCAS Average was only supported for Future. Prediction outcomes were similar for S1 

models, with Future making a significant contribution to AG whilst controlling for UCAS Average. 

However, Present-Fatalism was not included in the S1 models because it failed to achieve 

significance in the preliminary correlational analyses. Prediction P2a, that S3 BTP (a & b) would 

individually predict AG was supported. When combined with UCAS Average, the model also 

predicted AG, with BTP(a) providing a unique contribution above that attributed to UCAS Average 

(P2b). The same prediction for BTP(b) (P2c) was only partly supported as BTP(b) did not significantly 

predict AG whilst controlling for UCAS Average. All models were also supported for S1 ZTPI variables, 

but when controlling for UCAS Average, neither BTP variable significantly predicted AG.  

These analyses substantiate notions of Future being indicative of academic performance in HE 

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). Whilst this finding is not novel, previous investigations have suffered 

certain limitations which this research addressed. Although Zimbardo and Boyd reported 

Future/GPA relationships of comparable magnitude, the variables they examined were self-reported 

GPA estimates, which were potentially less accurate. The current findings supported research 

identifying positive relationships between Future and actual grades (e.g. Shell & Husman, 2001; 

Phan, 2009), but made distinct contributions to TP literature, by controlling for the effects of 

previous academic performance and by using repeated measurements of ZTPI variables. 
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Additionally, these variables have not been examined in UK HEIs and therefore make insightful 

contributions to educational literature.  

Future contributed unique variance in AG, exceeding that accredited to prior academic performance, 

which is a consistent predictor of undergraduate success (Ting & Robinson, 1998; McManus, 2005). 

Controlling for this variable eliminated the possibility that Future reflected some aspect of previous 

academic achievement; particularly as educational endeavours can develop this orientation 

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). Whilst Future could have had an impact on prior performance, the shared 

variance in the current study was typically small (< 1.2%). This indicated that Future may determine 

success among students with comparable earlier educational accomplishments, thus, representing a 

psychological/behavioural component which may enhance achievement. Theoretically, Futures may 

view their education as an important life goal which they are particularly focused on achieving 

(Zimbardo, 2012) and those most motivated to achieve educational success are likely most focused 

on future outcomes (Phalet et al.,2004). The PSSQ revealed that Futures were career focused which 

may have helped motivate their academic endeavours. Career focused content embedded into 

compulsory degree modules may provide useful means for encouraging future focus in students. As 

TP is malleable within individuals (Zimbardo et al., 2012), interventions for developing Future could 

offer new strategies for students wanting to enhance their academic potential (see Section 7.6.10). 

Whilst S3 Future contributed 7.2% unique variance in AG (after controlling for UCAS Average), the 

impact of S1 Future was notably smaller (3.6%). This was probably because S3 data collection 

coincided with end-of-year examinations and final coursework deadlines, thus, reflecting a truer 

representation of participants’ TP characteristics at that point in time (Long, 2012). Future is 

relatively stable within individuals (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004), and mean scores did not 

significantly differ between S1 and S3. However, the between-series correlation (r= .68), denoted a 

certain degree of within-participant variability. A dataset examination revealed that some 

participants increased or decreased in Future as much as 25%, which could have explained these 
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differences. It was also considered that S3 participants may have had feedback regarding their 

academic performance (i.e. coursework grades and tutor comments), which might have influenced 

their Future ZTPI score. However, whilst there was some variance within participants on Future, 

students had not completed their exams and not been aware of their final grades at S3. 

In an additional analysis, participants were grouped according to similarities in their S1 and S3 

Future scores (see Appendix S). Three relatively stable groups were identified with similar means 

across both series and relatively small SDs (all <. 37). The high, mid and low Future-groups had 

significantly different means on Year-1 AG, with the high group achieving on average, almost 10% 

higher grades than those in the Low group. High levels of Future in both series provided a good 

indication of academic success, whilst low levels impeded it. Additionally, UCAS Average did not 

differ significantly between the mid and high Future group, suggesting that levels of Future were 

more indicative of Year-1 AG in these groups than prior performance. It was therefore proposed that 

the development of Future throughout Year-1 may enhance student academic performance. 

It is important for students to focus on achieving a degree without getting overly sidetracked by the 

abundant distractions on offer. Achieving a work/life balance is considered a key aspect of the 

student experience (Evans & Brown, 2009). The pull of non academic opportunities such as 

socialising, sports, hobbies and employment can impact academic endeavours if a balance is not 

established. Whilst such attractions may be more distracting for Present Hedonists, Future oriented 

individuals are more adept at sacrificing present temptation when there is work to be done 

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). Although the size of the variances explained in the current research may 

seem trivial, other psychological predictors of University grades, such as personality traits (e.g. 

conscientiousness), tend to contribute comparably in terms of magnitude (e.g. O’Connor & 

Paunonen, 2007). To identify a variable that contributed above that accredited to prior performance 

is an interesting discovery. Furthermore, S3 Future was nearly as strongly related to Year-1 AG as 
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UCAS Average. Future orientation is not set in stone and could likely be developed in individuals 

wishing to enhance their academic achievement. 

The negative association between S3 Present-Fatalism and Year-1 AG (r= -.20) was typically higher 

than those reported elsewhere (e.g. Worrell & Mello, 2007). For S1 Present-Fatalism, the direction 

was as predicted, but the relationship did not achieve significance (r= -.122). However, the 

magnitude was not dissimilar to significant findings reported elsewhere; typically ranging between 

r= -.08 (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) and r= -.15 (Worrell & Mello). A larger sample may have provided 

more power to detect smaller significant correlations. Worrell and Mello (2006) theorised that 

academic achievers tended to be more optimistic about their future and less pessimistic about their 

present. As Fatalists typically have a pessimistic outlook and perceive reduced control over future 

events (Zimbardo & Boyd), they may have felt less in control of the outcome of their work and 

performed poorly or just adequately. Furthermore, they may be distracted by other negative 

outcomes associated with this orientation (e.g. anxiety and depression). This was evident among 

relationships with the PSSQ variables where Fatalism was negatively associated with finances, 

career, health and enthusiasm (among others).  

 

In a subsequent analysis, Year-1 AG scores were split at the 33rd and 66th percentiles (see Appendix 

S), forming Low, Moderate and High AG groups. The low group averaged a third-class grade, the mid 

group a 2:2 and the high group a 2:1. The high group had significantly lower S1 Present-Fatalist 

scores than the other groups, but the scores between the mid and low AG group did not differ 

significantly. In actuality, the Low group had a slightly higher mean than the Mid group, possibly 

implying a curvilinear relationship between the variables. However, S1 Present-Fatalism achieved 

the lowest alpha statistic, suggesting some of its items may have appeared conceptually erroneous 

to participants. Additionally, Present-Fatalism appeared a less stable trait, as evidenced by a 

significant mean increase in S3. Its scale-items reflected future related elements such as having little 
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optimism/control and present elements, such as living for today. Fatalists may be less practiced at 

the future planning required to achieve academic success. Encouraging a more positive Future 

orientation may help students who are biased towards this TP. 

 

As predicted, both BTP variables were significantly associated with Year-1 AG, although at a slightly 

lesser magnitude than Future. Theoretically, BTP is an ideal blend of TP orientations for optimal 

psychological and physiological health; considered advantageous for societal functioning (Zimbardo 

& Boyd, 1999). If BTP (a and b) calculations measured this beneficial construct, the current findings 

would be unsurprising; perhaps marginally disappointing when compared to Future. However, BTP 

variables appeared not only beneficial for academic performance, but also for perceptions of 

success, psychological health and SWB; a feat far exceeding that of Future or any other single 

orientation. For example, BTP(a) was positively related to all PSSQ variables, in all three correlational 

assessments. In other words, students with higher levels of BTP(a) typically reported elevated 

success in areas deemed important to their HE experience. Future happened to be negatively 

associated with social success, an area particularly important to students (Callender et al., 2010). 

However, comparing BTP to other TP variables is problematic because Future was a statistical 

ingredient of BTP, for which its highest levels actually reduced BTP. Nonetheless, the disadvantages 

of a Future bias (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004) may indicate that developing BTP is a more appropriate 

endeavour for students.  

Both BTP calculations used roughly comparable optimal ZTPI subscale scores. However, the slight 

differences between the calculations resulted in slightly different magnitudes in the relationships 

between the outcome variables. BTP(a) was a marginally better indicator of academic success than 

BTP(b) and provided unique variance above that attributed to UCAS Average in S3. The Stolarski el 

al. (2012) optimal Present-Fatalist score was 1.5, penalising those scoring below this, whereas the 

BTP(a) calculation penalised all but the lowest possible Present-Fatalism score. Why an average of 
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1.5 would be better than 1 for this negative scale is unclear. Present-Fatalism was significantly 

detrimental to student success and this small difference may have explained the stronger 

associations of BTP(a). However, only four participants achieved scores between 1 and 1.5, 

suggesting only a marginal impact. Regardless of these small differences, both calculations yielded 

remarkably similar relationships, having comparable positive effects on academic achievement.  

Individuals with high BTP scores were high on Future and low on Present-Fatalism. They likely had 

future focus regarding their career and educational endeavours and were less pessimistic and more 

in control of their university outcomes (Worrell & Mello, 2007). BTP is largely free of temporal biases 

towards any particular orientation (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004). Whilst the other ZTPI subscales are 

not usually associated with academic success, their overuse or underuse can cause problems in 

other areas of functioning. Having optimal levels of these orientations would likely decrease the 

cognitive and behavioural burden associated with ineffectual TP biases, allowing greater freedom to 

pursue academic endeavours. However, Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) specified that BTP provided the 

flexibility to switch between orientations in response to situational demands. Whilst the BTP 

calculations can measure optimal levels of each orientation, the flexibility aspect remains 

questionable. However, although researchers have used the ZTPI to measure BTP (i.e. Stolarski et 

al.), it has relatively little empirical validation beyond its assessment of SWB (e.g. Drake et al, 2008; 

Boniwell et al., 2010). Zimbardo (2012) indicated that TP operates largely at subconscious levels, but 

acknowledged the advantages of an individual consciously understanding their own TP. Zimbardo at 

al. discussed TP therapy in treating PTSD in war veterans, which effectually changed their TP. Such 

approaches could be applied to students to enhance their BTP and possibly their academic success.  

7.6.2 Time-Perspective and Perceptions of Student Success 

Expectations that Past-Negative would be inversely associated with the PSSQ subsections: Social, 

Health and Enthusiasm were supported. Also the expectation that Present-Hedonism would 
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positively relate to Social was substantiated. As anticipated, Future was positively related to six PSSQ 

factors (Learning, Career, Financial, Uni-Work, Enthusiasm, Exams) and Past-Positive demonstrated 

positive associations with Social and Health. Present-Fatalism negatively related to all PSSQ factors 

except for Social (and Financial in assessment 3). As expected, BTP(a) was positively associated with 

all eight PSSQ factors in all three assessments. BTP(b) yielded similar results, but was not 

significantly associated with Financial in the third assessment (Table 7.10). The PSSQ has not been 

used in TP research before, so direct predictions were not possible. However, many of the 

expectations built on previous literature were validated by these data. Whilst the findings contribute 

to an understanding of TP and in particular, BTP, they also add weight to the validity of the PSSQ. 

Future was positively associated with all four PSSQ academic factors, suggesting it is not only 

associated with higher grades, but also perceptions of success. The Examination and Uni-work 

factors contained items pertaining to performance in these areas and Future was moderately 

associated to the former and strongly associated to the latter. Futures may be more confident in 

their ability and view their performance more optimistically. Future orientation has been associated 

with a number of areas related to academic success, including motivation (Kauffman & Husman, 

2004), learning (Usart & Romero, 2012), punctuality (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999) and attendance (ibid). 

Indeed, many educational tasks are theorised to be future oriented endeavours (Zimbardo, 2012). 

Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism have been consistently associated with psychological health 

difficulties (e.g. Van Beek et al., 2011; Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011; Naeger, 2001). This may 

explain the inversed relationships with PSSQ: Health. Additionally, Past-Positive was positively 

associated with Health and has also been negatively associated with psychological health difficulties 

(e.g. Van Beek et al.). However, as PSSQ: Health contained variables associated with physiological 

and psychological health, it could not be differentiated where the relationships occurred.  
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Past-Negative, Past-Positive, Present-Hedonism and both BTP variables were significantly associated 

with PSSQ: Social success. Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) found positive associations between Past-

Negative and shyness, and inverse associations between Past-Negative and friendliness/energy, 

which may explain these associations. Past-Positive has been associated with friendliness, energy 

(Zimbardo & Boyd) and Past-Positives tend to be more grounded with a stronger sense of identity. 

Therefore, the associations with Social were conceptually understandable. Present-Hedonism had 

the strongest associations with Social in all three assessments. Typically associated with high energy 

and negatively associated with shyness (Zimbardo & Boyd), Hedonists are playful, impulsive and 

make good friends and party guests (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). As expected, BTP was significantly 

associated with Social and is considered optimal for societal functioning (Zimbardo & Boyd).  These 

findings further support arguments for the importance of TP in understanding and possibly 

enhancing the student experience.  

7.6.3. Time-Perspective and Success Cluster Groups 

Whilst grades may not be a definitive conceptualisation of student success (Dean, 1998), self-

reported (perceptions of) success could also be misleading (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). The three 

success groups identified with HCA on the nine end-of-year success variables (PSSQ and AG) differed 

significantly on those pertaining to academic success, in particular AG. These groups were 

considered to provide a more complete classification of academic success. Significant between-

group differences were observed on S1 Future, Fatalism and BTP.  As expected, the High-success 

participants were significantly more future oriented and likely better motivated to achieve 

educational outcomes (Phalet et al., 2004), more academically engaged (Horstmanshof & Zimitat, 

2007) and able to focus attention away from past failures (Phalet et al.). Through practice, Future 

orientation provides confidence that future focused endeavours will be fruitful (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

2008) which may inform why these students had higher levels of perceived academic success. 
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Additionally, this group had lower levels of Fatalism, further supporting the notion that they were 

more confident in their ability to be successful and more in control of their academic outcomes 

(Worrell & Mello, 2007). They also had significantly higher Past-Positive and lower Past-Negative 

scores. Whilst these variables were not significantly associated with AG, they indicated that this 

group had positive views of their past and were likely less burdened by the detrimental psychological 

effects associated with Past-Negative (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). Interestingly, TP differences were 

generally not identified between the Low and Moderate Success groups. It is possible that the Low 

success group may have been students who were less academically accomplished, but who were 

trying to achieve at a similar level to the Moderate group. 

BTP(a) combined with UCAS Average was found to predict membership and was able to correctly 

classify participants into the High and Moderate success groups. As these findings were based on S1 

TP variables, they further support the importance of this psychological componet when considering 

student success. BTP(a) was also found to be a good predictor of High-Success group membership 

whilst controlling for the effects of previous academic performance. Statistically, it is difficult to 

comprehend how a single variable could demonstrate so many associations with such a large variety 

of other variables. The probability of such a variable occurring by chance or statistical anomaly is 

undeniably small. It was more likely that BTP actually represented an important construct related to 

optimal functioning. These findings further support the notion that BTP is central to student success.  

7.6.4. Psychological Problems, Demographic Variables and Change Over-Time 

Prior to assessing TP and CS influences on psychological problem variables, the impact of age and sex 

were examined. Additionally, assessments established whether psychological problems were higher 

at the end of Year-1 (S3) than at the start (S1). Prediction P7, that Females would have significantly 

higher anxiety and depression than males was rejected, as no significant differences were identified. 

Prediction P8, that anxiety and depression levels would be significantly lower in S1 was only 
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supported for Anxiety. There was no significant difference in depression levels between the two 

series. Prediction P9, that numbers of participants reporting psychological problems in demographic 

question PP1 would be statistically fewer in S1 than in S3 was also not supported.  

Males and females generally report different emotional experiences, levels of emotional intensity 

and expressivity (Madden, Barrett & Pietromonaco, 2000). Females are 2-3 times more likely than 

males to become clinically depressed (Williams & Hargreaves, 1995) and are more susceptable to 

experiencing and expressing anxiety (Madden et al., 2000). Females are considered more 

susceptable, because of hormonal fluctuations associated with the menstural cycle, childbith, and 

menopause (Gross & McIlveen, 1996). Other influences are sex roles in Western society (Baron & 

Matsuyama, 1988) and differences in reaction to stress (Misra & Castillo, 2004). Females report 

different experiences of anxiety and depression at university than males (Bitsika et al., 2010). Whilst 

previous research has indicated that female undergraduates experience more anxiety than males 

(e.g. Eisenberg et al., 2007; Andrews & Wilding, 2004; Webb, et al., 1996) and depression (e.g. 

Khawaja & Duncanson, 2008; Andrews & Wilding; Webb et al.), the present data revealed no 

significant differences in terms of anxiety, stress and depression. 

However, the current sample was predominately female and the small male group may not have 

been an accurate representation of the student male population. Therefore, the lack of significant 

findings should be treated cautiously. However, not all research has identified differences between 

males and females in terms of depression and anxiety at University. Eisenberg et al. (2007) and Bilgel 

(2008) reported no differences between females and males in depression. Moreover, Baron and 

Matsuyama (1988) found no significant sex differences in depression and distress among two 

samples of students from US and Japanese Universities. Males and females are integrated in the 

shared student experience which may mute environmental and sex role differences in depression 

and anxiety. Additionally, the average age of females in the current study was approximately 19, so 

certain physiological influences (i.e. menopause) may be less prevelant. 
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Christensen et al. (1999) identified that age was inversely related to anxiety and depression when 

controlling for gender, marital status, education and financial difficulties. Schieman et al. (2001) 

reported a U-shaped relationship between age and depression, whereby middle-aged individuals 

reported higher levels of depression than the old and young. Correlational assessments in the 

current study examined relationships between age and psychological difficulties. Only the S1 

Negative-Affect had a small significant association with age, but this was not present in S3. As a 

result of these findings and because the age of participants was typically around 19, it was not 

deemed imperative to control for age in the subsequent analyses. Among students, research has 

identified anxiety and depression differences between age groups (Eisenberg et al. 2007), but 

considerable research has identified no such relationships for depression (e.g. Lester, 1990; Oliver & 

Burkham, 1979; Khawaja & Duncanson, 2008) or anxiety (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008).  

Participants completed all psychological-problem measures twice (S1 and S3), allowing for an 

approximation of changes over time. Within the sample, descriptive statistics indicated that all four 

DASS variables showed small mean increases in S3 (See Figure 7.3 above). However, the prediction 

that Depression and Anxiety mean scores would be significantly higher in S3 was only supported for 

Anxiety. A subsequent examination of DASS Stress and Total revealed non-significant changes (< .05) 

between the series. This design was similar to Andrews and Wilding (2004), who compared levels of 

anxiety and depression among students who completed the measures on two occasions (just before 

and at the mid-point of 3-year course). Using t-tests, they identified significant increases in anxiety 

and depression, thought to be the result of factors associated with the university experience. The 

present study found no significant increase in depression, but unlike Andrews and Wilding, the first 

wave of data occured shortly after course commencement. It was therefore possible that any 

increase in depression had already occurred at this point. However, the present findings did indicate 

that anxiety increased towards the end of the academic year.   
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The increase in anxiety may have been a temporary occurence because participants were in 

preparation for their final examinations, and attempting to finish their remaining coursework. 

However, had this been the only cause, stress scores would be expected to show comparable 

increases. Due to the sheer numbers of variables in Investigation 2, it was logistically difficult to 

gather more than two waves of data. Future researchers may want to conduct more focused 

research on a smaller set of variables, using multiple waves of data. This would provide an indication 

as to whether depression and anxiety increases were gradual, or whether the changes occured at 

particular points in time.  

7.6.5 Time-Perspective and Psychological Problems. 

Six outcome variables pertaining to psychological difficulties were examined throughout 

Investigation 2. These included DASS-21 variables (Depression, Anxiety, Stress and Total), PANAS 

Negative-Affect and demographic question PP1. Correlations between ZTPI and psychological-

problems were typically as expected. Past-Negative and Present-Fatalsim were positively related, 

whilst Past-Positive, BTP(a) and BTP(b) were negatively related to depression, anxiety, stress and 

Negative-Affect from the same series. The expectation that S1 Past-Negative and Present-Fatalsim 

would positively relate, whilst S1 Past-Positive, BTP(a) and BTP(b) would negatively relate to S3 

depression, anxiety, stress and Negative-Affect, was largely supported, except for Present-Fatalism 

which showed no significant associations with any psychological distress variables. Predictions P10a 

and P10b, that a combined S1 Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist model would 

significantly predict S1 DASS Total and the individual components would significantly contribute to 

the S1 DASS Total was supported. Predictions P11a and P11b, that a combined S1 Past-Negative, 

Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist model would significantly predict S3 DASS Total and the individual 

predictors would contribute unique variance to S1 DASS Total were also supported. P12, that the 

High Psychological-Problem group would have significantly higher levels of S1 Past-Negative, 
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Present-Fatalism and lower levels of S1 Past-Positive, BTP(a) and BTP(B) than the Low Psychological-

Problem group was supported. Predictions P13 and P14 that the Depression and Anxiety Onset 

groups would have significantly higher levels of S1 Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism and lower 

levels of Past-Positive, BTP(a) and BTP(b) were supported with the exception of Present-Fatalism in 

both cases. Finally, prediction (P15) that a non-linear relationship would exist between S1 Future 

and S1 Anxiety was not supported. For the correlational assessments, three sets of relationships 

were examined using the following variable combinations:  

Assessment 1: S1 Time-Perspective  S1 Psychological Problems 

Assessment 2: S3 Time-Perspective  S3 Psychological Problems 

Assessment 3: S1 Time-Perspective  S3 Psychological Problems 

 

The current findings supported notions that certain aspects of depression among students were 

related to negative reflections of their past. Moderate-to-strong, positive relationships between 

Past-Negative and depression occurred in all assessments, supporting the idea of an interaction 

between the constructs (Van Beek et al., 2011). Comparable findings were identified elsewhere (e.g. 

Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011; Pluck et al., 2008; Lavalla, 2004; Naeger, 

2001) with magnitudes ranging from moderate to strong. No research was identified reporting non-

significant or inversed correlations between Past-Negative and depression, implying a consistent 

affiliation. Reflecting on a clinical study, Van Beek et al. theorised that Past-Negative individuals 

acquired a personality development where their present focus became disproportionally directed at 

negative past experiences at the expense of positive ones, resulting in greater negative disturbances.  

Past-Negative scale-items reflect themes of intrusive negative thoughts, regret, pessimism, reliving 

painful experiences and interpreting the present relative to the past. The DSM-5 (2013) diagnostic 

criteria for depression contain nine general physiological, cognitive and emotional symptoms 

including depressed mood, diminished pleasure and intrusive thoughts of death. However, the only 
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symptom specifically relating to the past is guilt and there is no specific mention of regret or 

pessimism among these symptomatic criteria. Nevertheless, both the Reformulated Learned 

Helplessness Theory (Abramson et al., 1978) and Hopelessness Theory (Abramson et al., 1989) tap 

into themes of pessimistic attributional styles which imply a projection of negative past experiences 

onto present and future thought processes. Zimbardo at al. (2012) argued that TP metaphors could 

provide alternative ways to understand and treat depression, because they are not charged with 

medical deficit judgements. Furthermore, TP metaphors endorse the importance of time, which can 

be readily conceptualised by individuals experiencing depression.  

Past-Positive was also found to negatively interact with variables pertaining to psychological 

problems. It was inversely related to depression in all three correlational assessments. Relationships 

approximated moderate magnitudes, but were typically smaller when compared to those associated 

with Past-Negative. Other research has identified similar findings (e.g. Naeger, 2001; Van Beek et al., 

2011) indicating that Past-Positive may act as a defence against depression (Van Beek et al.; 

Zimbardo at al., 2012; Naeger). However, in Assessment 3, S1 Past-Positive had the strongest 

association with depression and was more strongly related to S3 depression than Past-Negative. 

Correlational relationships typically decrease over time, as individual circumstances change (Long, 

2012). However, possessing this orientation at the start of term not only provided some resistance 

to depression at that point in time, but had a larger impact on depression occurring later in the year. 

Additionally, the current study identified that S1 Past-Positive significantly predicted and contributed 

unique variance in the S3 DASS Total, whilst controlling for the effects of Past-Negative and Present-

Fatalism. Furthermore, as discussed below, students who developed depression at the end of term 

had lower levels of Past-Positive prior to depression onset than those who stayed depression free.  

Past-Positive has many benefits and may protect individuals against depression (Van Beek et al., 

2011). It reflects a warm, nostalgic and sentimental attitude towards the past (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

1999). As opposed to focusing on what went wrong, Past-Positives tend to focus on good things that 
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have happened to them. They are typically nostalgic, show gratitude, are emotionally stable and 

have high levels of SWB (Zimbardo, 2012). Whilst some authors argue that Past-Positive and Past-

Negative are conceptual opposites (e.g. Naeger, 2001), Zimbardo et al. (2012) highlighted important 

differences between them, particularly regarding present decision making. Past-Positives typically 

make decisions based on the prospect of positive outcomes, whereas Past-Negatives make decisions 

based on avoiding negative outcomes. Therefore, Past-Positives may actively seek positive 

outcomes, which may help defeat avoidant behaviours associated with depression. Hence, 

interventions aimed at reducing Past-Negative and enhancing Past-Positive orientations within 

individuals (e.g. Zimbardo et al.) may be particularly useful for students at the start of University. 

Present-Fatalism has been positively associated with psychological problems in previous research 

(e.g. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Van Beek et al., 2011). The magnitudes in the current study were 

comparatively smaller and only evident in the first two correlational assessments. S1 Present-

Fatalism was not significantly associated with S3 depression (or any other DASS variables). These 

findings were thought to have occurred because of the greater dynamic nature of the present 

orientations relative to the other ZTPI subscales. Fatalism significantly increased in S3 and the 

within-participant correlations were the lowest of all the ZTPI orientations. Those experiencing 

depression in S3 may not have been so fatalistic at the start of the year. Present-Fatalists are 

strongly connected to the present, but perceive their life as being determined by fate (Zimbardo, 

2012), often believing there is little they can do to make a difference. These aspects tap into the 

Helplessness theory of depression (Abramson et al.,1978), where individuals associate negative 

outcomes with less changeable constructs, thus, perceiving less control over their circumstances.  

The correlational magnitudes between Present-Fatalism and depression were relatively low 

compared to other studies. Zimbardo & Boyd (1999) and Van Beek et al. (2011) used versions of BDI 

and whilst generally correlating with DASS depression, use a broader range of items, including those 

pertaining to weight loss, insomnia and irritability (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). The larger 



 

200 
 

relationships reported by Van Beek et al. may reflect the psychological health extremities within 

their sample which included individuals in treatment for depressive illness. In terms of magnitude, 

the current findings were more in line with those reported by Anagnostopoulos and Griva (2011) and 

Naeger (2001), none of whom used the BDI. However, the current relationships were still marginally 

smaller. This may be because the Present-Fatalist subscale was less internally valid in the current 

study. However, as discussed in the next section, Present-Fatalism may be an ingredient of 

depression, but one that requires an interaction with Past-Negative.  

Two groups of participants demonstrating similar characteristics regarding depression scores were 

identified. The Depression-Healthy group reported normal/mild depression levels in S1 and S3, 

whilst the Depression-Onset group reported normal/mild S1 depression, but severe/extremely-

severe S3 depression. The latter was considered to represent students identified by Andrews and 

Wilding (2004), who developed depression at university. Group differences on ZTPI variables were 

examined for S1 data, when neither group had depression. The Onset group had significantly higher 

Past-Negative and lower Past-Positive and BTP than the Healthy group in S1 (prior to depression 

onset). With regards to Past-Negative, this signifies that students at risk of developing depression 

may be the ones with higher/lower levels of these TP orientations at the start of University. 

Surprisingly, the groups did not differ on Present-Fatalism at this point in time. This prompted a 

subsequent analysis to assess whether the groups differed on S3 Present-Fatalism, when the onset 

group experienced depression (see Appendix S). As expected, Present-Fatalism was significantly 

higher in the Onset group than in the Healthy group. This fits well with theories presented by 

Zimbardo et al. (2012) suggesting interactions between Past-Negative, Present-Fatalism and 

depression, whilst highlighting a dynamic component of how these variables interacted over time. 

They proposed that Individuals with a Past-Negative bias, judge, evaluate and react to present 

stimuli, through memories of negative prior experiences. Their present becomes infiltrated by the 

associated negative thoughts and emotions, making their present experience negative, which can 
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become a future negative memory. Furthermore, their future outlook becomes negatively charged, 

as it is influenced by negative past and present experiences. This research suggested that warning 

signs of depression may be high levels of Past-Negative and low levels of Past-Positive. Then, when 

depression occurred, it was complimented with high Present-Fatalism. This may indicate that when 

students perceived the hopelessness associated with Present-Fatalism, they became depressed.  

Whilst the Onset group was small and research on larger samples is needed, findings indicated that 

students who developed depression reflected more negatively on their past than the Healthy group. 

It was considered that the Onset group may have had other psychological disorders in S1. However, 

differences between the groups in Anxiety and Stress were non-significant. Whilst, S1 Anxiety and 

Stress were slightly higher in the Onset group than the Healthy group, it was thought these small 

non-significant differences would have had minimal effect on the notably larger differences between 

the ZTPI variables. Logistic regression was initially considered for this investigation to establish 

whether group membership could be predicted by ZTPI variables. However, methods were revised 

because of a small Onset group size and considerably fewer Onset, relative to Healthy participants.  

Relationships between the ZTPI variables and the Anxiety factor were notably similar in terms of 

direction, significance and magnitude, to those identified for depression. Additionally, they 

resembled findings reported elsewhere (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011). 

However, in both studies, Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism were more strongly associated with 

trait anxiety, whilst Past-positive was less strongly associated. This may be because trait anxiety 

represented a more stable form of anxiety (Zimbardo & Boyd) whilst the DASS anxiety factor 

pertained to less stable states of anxiety that occurred during the week prior to its completion. As TP 

orientations are relatively stable within individuals (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008), the more constant trait 

anxiety may have been more strongly associated with these temporal frames, than the more 

fleeting/temporary forms of anxiety measured by the DASS. Additionally, Past-Positive may provide 

more resistance to temporary anxiety than it does to the more stable trait anxiety. 
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DASS Anxiety generally corresponds to the symptoms of various anxiety disorders listed by the DSM-

5, providing a collective account of typical anxiety symptoms. DASS Anxiety differs from its 

depression factor in several ways. Firstly, it represents collective symptoms from a larger family of 

psychological problems, whilst the depression factor is more specific to affective disorders. 

However, whilst DASS Depression represents emotional symptoms, DASS Anxiety emphasises 

physiological symptoms of autonomic arousal associated with anxiety (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). 

This raised the question of why TP orientations could show such similar interactions with anxiety and 

depression in the current research and in reports by other researchers. Using multidimensional 

scaling, Anagnostopoulos and Griva (2011) suggested that Future and Present-Hedonism reflected 

TP orientations, but Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism were more relevant to constructs associated 

with anxiety/depression. However, whilst Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism contained scale-items 

pertaining to affective constructs, Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) reported discriminate and convergent 

validity statistics suggesting both subscales represented components associated with time. For 

example, both were negatively associated with the consideration for future consequences scale.  

Theoretically, the current findings suggested that student anxiety could be interpreted in terms of 

recurrent negative thoughts about the past and holding a fatalistic view of the present and future. 

This was theoretically conceivable and has been postulated elsewhere (e.g. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). 

Cognitive aspects of anxiety such as worry can be interpreted in terms of fearing future eventualities 

and uncertainty (Leahy, 2005). Past-Negative may fuel projections of negative future outcomes 

based on previous negative experiences. Uncertainty could be interpreted in terms of the Present-

Fatalist orientation, where the individual perceives limited control over future events. Similar 

models have been applied to individuals with PTSD, where traumatic past experiences are 

consistently focused and replayed in their mind. The reliving of such experiences might make 

comparable outcomes appear more likely (Zimbardo et al., 2012). 
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Whilst TP may help explain student anxiety and depression, it is not particularly useful at 

differentiating between them. The similarities may be explained by the strong correlations between 

anxiety and depression in both series’. Additionally, DASS Anxiety and Depression are often 

moderately intercorrelated (Lovibond & Camilleri, nd). The relationship between anxiety and the 

ZTPI may have been governed by its relationship with depression or vice-versa.  This idea prompted 

a subsequent analysis using partial correlation, assessing relationships between the ZTPI and 

depression whilst controlling for anxiety; also, relationships between the ZTPI and Anxiety whilst 

controlling for depression (See Appendix S). The results revealed that Past-Positive was inversely 

related to depression whilst controlling for anxiety, but was not inversely related to anxiety whilst 

controlling for depression. This suggested that whilst Past-Positive may buffer against depression, it 

may not be as effective at building resistance against anxiety. 

Anxiety Healthy and Onset groups were also calculated. The Anxiety Onset group (n= 14) was larger 

than the Depression Onset group, which may be explained by the significant Anxiety increases in S3. 

In addition, the participants were in preparation for their final examinations and some were 

completing final coursework components which may have caused a general increase in anxiety. 

However, the Onset group had significantly higher levels of S1 Past-Negative (large effect size) and 

significantly lower levels of S1 BTP (moderate-to-large effect sizes). Due to the Bonferroni 

adjustment (α= .01) for multiple t-tests, Past-Positive did not achieve statistical significance (p= 

.049). Had it done, the effect size was small, thus supporting the notion that Past-Positive may not 

be as effective as buffering individuals against anxiety. However, this suggested that Past-Negative 

may also be indicative of susceptibility to experiencing anxiety. 

However, these results must be interpreted with caution and do not infer any form of causality. 

Unlike the Depression Onset and Healthy groups, the Anxiety Onset group had significantly higher 

levels of depression and stress in S1, which may have explained the increase in Past-Negative at this 

point in time. However, when the levels of depression and stress were considered categorically, both 
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were at mild levels. Had this analysis been conducted on a larger sample of students, it would have 

been possible to screen participants and remove those reporting higher levels of other psychological 

problems in S1, controlling for the effects of these in the analysis. Nonetheless, it can be concluded 

that individuals who went on to develop moderately-severe to severe anxiety in S3 had higher levels 

of S1 Past-Negative prior to onset, when compared to anxiety healthy participants. 

7.6.6. Balanced-Time-Perspective and Psychological Problems 

The BTP variables yielded innovative and noteworthy findings when examined in conjunction with 

psychological problems. In all correlational assessments, BTP (a) and (b) were significantly (inversely) 

related to all psychological problems variables, at moderate and strong magnitudes.  These were 

either comparable to, or fractionally smaller than Past-Negative and larger than Past-Positive and 

Present Fatalism. In general, the BTP(a) formula had slightly higher magnitudes than BTP(b). No 

previous studies were identified having examined BTP and psychological distress, possibly because 

of limited agreement as to how BTP should be operationalised. This research provided compelling 

evidence to indicate that the closer a student is to having optimal scores on the ZTPI subscales, the 

less likely they would be to report psychological problems. Moreover, BTP appeared to have an 

enduring effect on psychological distress and could predict onset of later psychological problems.  

The Depression and Anxiety Onset groups had significantly lower levels of BTP at the start of term 

than their corresponding Healthy groups, indicating that it may have acted as a mechanism for 

psychological resilience. Additionally, BTP was significantly lower in participants with consistently 

low levels of psychological health when compared to those with consistently higher levels. BTP 

differences between the high and low psychological problem groups were very large, suggesting that 

S1 BTP provided a good indication of psychological problems in both S1 and S3. In addition, the 

BTP(a) variable had a marginally larger effect size than the individual Past-Negative component. 

These findings strongly indicated that BTP could be a major variable in student psychological health. 
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In light of BTP theory (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008; Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004), these outcomes were 

not unexpected. Zimbardo et al. (2012) proposed a typical TP signature associated with PTSD, 

depression and anxiety (High: Past-Negative & Present-Fatalist, Low: Future & Past-Positive, Either 

high/low Present-Fatalism). This is almost the opposite of BTP, which may help explain its strong 

negative relationships with psychological difficulties. Statistically, it is understandable why BTP had 

negative associations with psychological problems. A high BTP score rewarded low Past-

Negative/Present-Fatalism and high Past-Positive. All three subscales have been associated with 

psychological difficulties in the current study and in previous research (e.g. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). 

Interventions for developing BTP in student are considered in section 7.6.10 and Chapter 10. 

7.6.7. Time-Perspective and SWB 

Three psychological scales were employed, measuring three components of SWB (cognitive SWB, 

emotional SWB and subjective happiness). Preliminary correlations between ZTPI and SWB variables 

were typically as anticipated. ZTPI variables demonstrated comparable relationships across the three 

SWB scales, suggesting TP interacted with all three components of SWB. Expectations that Past-

Negative and Present-Fatalsim would negatively relate, whilst Past-Positive, Future, BTP(a) and BTP 

(b) would positively relate to the SWB meausres (SWLS, SHS, Positive-Affect) from the same series 

were largely supported, with the exception of a non-significant relationship between S3 Present-

Fatalist and S3 Positive-Affect. Predictions that S1 Past-Negative and Present-Fatalsim would 

negatively relate, whilst Past-Positive, Future, BTP(a) and BTP (b) would positively relate to the S3 

SWB measures were mainly supported, except for Future which was not significantly associated with 

the SWLS. Prediction P16, that the High-SWB Group would have significantly higher levels of S1 Past-

Positive, BTP(a) and BTP(b) and significantly lower levels of S1 Past-Negative and Present Fatalist 

than the Low-SWB Group, was fully supported.  
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Past-Positive was moderately-to-strongly associated with life-satisfaction in all assessments, 

indicating that students reporting high levels of Past-Positive, would likely report higher levels of life 

satisfaction. The correlations were consistent with those reported by Boniwell et al. (2010) and 

Naeger (2001). Individuals with high Past-Positive spend considerable time focusing on positive past 

experiences which can encourage a stable sense of personal identity (Naeger), high levels of self-

esteem, happiness, emotional stability (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999), agreeableness and energy 

(Goldberg & Maslach, 1996). The SWLS assesses past and present life satisfaction, so its relationship 

with a positive past is understandable. Furthermore some of its scale-items revealed similarity to 

certain Past-Positive items. Some Past-Positive items required a cognitive appraisal, suggestive of 

satisfaction with the past. For example, “On balance, there is much more good to recall than bad in 

my past” (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008, p. 58.). This has some similarities to the SWLS item: “If I could live 

my life over, I would change almost nothing” (Diener et al., 1985, p. 72.).  

Most research has examined TP and SWB variables at the same point in time. Whilst this provides a 

snapshot assessment of such relationships, it remained largely unclear whether Past-Positive 

orientation could provide an indication of future life satisfaction. S1 Past-Positive was positively 

correlated with the S3 SWLS, regardless of the approximate 24 week period between questionnaire 

completions. However, the magnitude of the relationship was marginally smaller than those 

reported in the first two assessments, possibly due to increased variation of individuals’ 

circumstances over time. This finding implied that Past-Positive had an enduring effect on life 

satisfaction. Therefore, building and developing this orientation within new students, may provide 

more enduring levels of life satisfaction throughout their first year.  

Past-Positive was also related to the SHS and Positive-Affect. The magnitudes were fractionally 

smaller than those reported for the SWLS, but they all achieved significant (weak-to-moderate) 

associations in all three assessments. These findings were consistent with previous research (e.g. 

Boniwell et al., 2010; Naeger, 2001; Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Drake et al, 2008) supporting the 
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notion that Past-Positive interacts with emotional well-being and happiness. The conceptual 

interpretations of these relationships are similar to those for life satisfaction. This evidence implied 

that Past-Positive not only related to an individual’s cognitive appraisal of their life-satisfaction, but 

also provided an indication of global SWB among students. 

Past-Negative and Present-Fatalism were inversely related to life satisfaction, although the former 

achieved higher magnitude associations in all three assessments. Past-Negatives spend considerable 

time (consciously and subconsciously) focusing things that went wrong (Zimbardo et al., 2012). Such 

a pessimistic view can result in experiencing negative thoughts and emotions in the present (ibid). 

Whilst such recollections may or may not be accurate (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008), the negative 

memories are more frequently accessed. This could amount to a negatively biased evaluation of an 

individual’s experience, resulting in a diminished appraisal of global life satisfaction. Past-Negative 

was also inversely associated with Positive-Affect and subjective happiness. These findings were 

consistent with previous research (e.g. Boniwell et al., 2010, Drake et al., 2008) and suggested that 

Past-Negative also diminishes positive feelings. As Past-Negative revealed associations of 

comparable magnitude with SWB as it did with psychological difficulties, it evidently played an 

important role in both of these areas. To reduce Past-Negative orientation within individuals with 

PTSD, they were encouraged to identify past events where they demonstrated positive strengths 

(Zimbardo et al., 2012). A conscious effort to focus on such events reduced levels of Past-Negative 

and increased Past-Positive, resulting in a more positive future outlook. It therefore appeared that 

Past-Positive could override Past-Negative, so comparable methods could be applied by students to 

increase their SWB.  

Present-Fatalism was significantly and negatively associated with life satisfaction in all three 

correlational assessments, but the relationships were generally small-to-moderate in magnitude 

(approximately half the magnitude of the Past-Negative/SWLS relationships). This orientation was 

more strongly associated with life satisfaction in S3. Additionally, Present-Fatalism was weakly and 
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negatively associated with the SHS in all three correlational assessments, and the PANAS Positive-

Affect in two assessments (1 and 2). These results are in line with those reported by Boniwell et al. 

(2010), where Present-Fatalism was negatively related to the SWLS (r= -.23) at approximately half 

the magnitude of that reported for Past-Negative and the SWLS (r= -.45). Also, Present-Fatalism was 

inversely associated with the SHS at a similar magnitude (r= -.22), however, other research has 

yielded inconsistencies. Naeger (2001) found no significant associations between Present-Fatalism 

and the SWLS, but reported a negative correlation with subjective happiness. Conversely, Drake et 

al. (2008) found no significant relationships between Present-Fatalism and subjective happiness. 

Some Present-Fatalist items indicate an emotional preference for this orientation over a more future 

focused perspective, for example: “It takes the joy out of the process and flow of my activities if I 

have to think about goals, outcomes and products” (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008, p. 59.). Whilst Present-

Fatalism is negative in terms of diminished optimism and future outlook, there may be some positive 

outcomes of this focus. Living in the present and detaching oneself from the past and future are well 

documented in religious and spiritual texts (e.g. Tolle, 2005) and underpin the constructs of 

mindfulness and flow. These aspects may explain why Present-Fatalism is less negatively associated 

with SWB than Past-Negative. Whilst this does not fully explain the inconsistencies between the 

findings of Naeger (2001) and Boniwell et al. (2010), it should be noted that Naeger measured 

subjective happiness using a bi-polar depression-happiness scale. Only Boniwell et al. reported inter-

item correlations which showed moderate positive relationships between Past-Negative and 

Present-Fatalism. It is possible that this relationship explained the affective components associated 

with subjective happiness. In the current study, Present-Fatalism was moderately and positively 

related to Past-Negative which may explain why findings were comparable to Boniwell et al.’s.  

Future was positively associated with life satisfaction, but the magnitudes were small and did not 

achieve significance in Assessment 3. In comparison to subjective happiness and positive emotions, 

the relationships between Future and life satisfaction were smaller, suggesting Future was more 
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associated with the affective component of SWB than its cognitive component. Research tends to be 

at odds regarding Future and SWB (Boniwell et al., 2010). Whilst some empirical evidence associates 

Future with several aspects of SWB (e.g. Desmyter & De Raedt, 2012; Zaleski, et al., 2001; Boniwell 

et al.), other research suggested little or no association. Boniwell et al. found small significant 

relationships between Future and life satisfaction, but no significant relationship between Future 

and the affective components of SWB (SHS & Positive-Affect). Additionally, Naeger (2001) found no 

significant associations with Future and the SWLS, whilst Drake et al. (2008) found no significant 

associations with Future and the SHS. 

Future scale-items revealed little affective content and typically focused on the extent individuals 

applied a future oriented discipline towards their lives. For example, “I am able to resist temptations 

when I know there is work to be done” (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008, p. 58.). Such approaches to life 

require effort at the expense of momentary pleasures. When there is work to be done, Future 

oriented students may understand that their present sacrifices could lead to a better and more 

enjoyable future. Such an approach can result in becoming better educated, having higher paid jobs 

and earning more money (Zimbardo & Boyd). Whilst the multiple benefits of Future have 

encouraged some authors to consider it paramount to well-being (e.g. Desmyter & De Raedt, 2012), 

it is probably more associated with eudemonic aspects of SWB, as opposed to its more momentary 

and less stable hedonic aspects (Boniwell et al., 2010). 

Futures may be better practiced at persevering through challenging times, without the need for 

hedonic SWB. Task productivity may be enhanced if an individual could resist such desires. The 

relationships between Future and the SHS/SWLS, were similar in magnitude for the S1 and S3 

assessments. However, the association between Future and Positive-Affect was considerably smaller 

in S3. At this point, students were preparing for their final examinations and completing their final 

assignments. The work load would have been considerably higher than in S1. Students with high 

levels of Future orientation were probably fully immersed in their efforts to achieve, resulting in 
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lower levels of positive emotions. Experiencing consistently high hedonic SWB may be detrimental 

for future oriented endeavours. 

Several drawbacks of excessive Future include workaholism (Boniwell et al., 2010), sacrificing friends 

and family for success (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008) and being future focused at the expense of present 

enjoyment (Zimbardo, 2012). Whilst the rewards of Future may contribute to SWB, the negative 

aspects reported above could potentially balance out any positive effects. Boniwell et al. suggested 

that the small associations identified between Future and Past-Negative indicate that Future arose in 

response to negative past experiences, which may explain the small associations with SWB. 

However, in the current research, Future was negatively associated with Past-Negative, suggesting 

this was not the case for these data. The most probable interpretation of the current data was that 

Future had associations with eudemonic well-being, but associations with hedonic well-being varied 

depending on the workloads of the students. This may explain the inconsistencies in previous 

research. The small associations may be best explained by the possibility that Future oriented 

individuals do not need or want such high levels of SWB when it is detrimental to a future focus. 

The final ZTPI subscale assessed was Present-Hedonism, which was not expected to significantly 

relate to life satisfaction. In all three correlational assessments, no significant associations were 

identified. Whilst Present-Hedonism reflects happiness in the present (Boniwell et al., 2010) and has 

been associated with life satisfaction (Naeger, 2001; Boniwell et al.), the associations were generally 

small. Boniwell et al. suggested that the SWLS assesses other areas of well-being which are not just 

hedonic or short-term. In the current research, the SHS was significantly associated with Present-

Hedonism in two of the three correlational assessments. Whilst the SHS is reported to measure both 

momentary and enduring levels of happiness (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999), a review of the scale-

items indicated a greater emphasis on an appraisal of the present than the SWLS. SHS items were a 

little ambiguous regarding time orientation and seemed to demand a reflection of current 

happiness.  
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7.6.8. BTP and SWB 

Both BTP calculations demonstrated moderate-to-strong positive relationships with SWB in all 

correlational assessments. The positive associations were generally stronger than those found from 

the individual ZTPI variables, suggesting that SWB was more robustly related to a combination of the 

ZTPI subscales, than it was to any individual subscale. Recent research has typically identified that 

BTP is associated with SWB (e.g. Drake et al., 2008; Boniwell et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2011). Whilst 

the BTP(a) calculation yielded marginally higher associations with student success and psychological 

problems, the BTP(b) calculation achieved stronger relationships with SWB. BTP(a) used an 

interpretation of the optimal TP profile presented by Zimbardo (2009), whilst BTP(b) used 

empirically evaluated optimal scores proposed by Stolarski et al. (2011). Nonetheless differences 

between the calculations were marginal regarding SWB. High BTP scores require high levels of Past-

Positive and Future; both independently associated with SWB. BTP also requires low level of Past-

Negative and Present-Fatalist which tend to be negatively associated with SWB. Additionally, BTP 

calculations controlled for interaction effects which may have occurred between the ZTPI subscales 

which could distort findings when assessing just one ZTPI subscale. For example, a participant with a 

Future score of 4, but a Past Negative score of 4 would probably have lower SWB than another 

participant with the same score on Future but a lower Past-Negative score of 2. 

The only research identified having assessed a BTP continuous variable in association with SWB was 

Zhang et al. (2012), published during the final stages of this PhD. They used all three SWB variables 

investigated in the current study and demonstrated moderate/strong associations with the SHS and 

SWLS, and weak/moderate associations with Positive-Affect. Findings signified that deviation from 

their optimal BTP profile was negatively associated with SWB. They concluded that SWB was 

associated with the relative importance and emotional valance individuals assign to their past, 

present and future. The current study supported these findings and BTP associations with all three 

SWB variables were of comparable magnitudes to those reported by Zhang et al. It is therefore 
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concluded that BTP not only positively influences success and resilience to psychological problems, 

but also increases well-being among first year undergraduate students. 

7.6.9 Limitations 

For BTP(a), the numerical link made between Zimbardo’s (2009) optimal TP categories and the 5 ZTPI 

scale-points was not asserted by Zimbardo and was purely an interpretation. However, such 

numerical interpretations have been used elsewhere (e.g. Wilberg et al., 2012) and were the 

backbone of some off the first BTP operationalisations.  However, the DBTP method (Stolarski et al., 

2011) was published after developing BTP(a) and whilst affecting its originality, it was useful to 

discover that a BTP continuous variable had been calculated using a similar approach. The current 

BTP (a & b) calculations were advantageous, because they converted the deviation into a positive 1-

5 scale similar to the ZTPI subscales. The DBTP used different optimal subscale scores suggesting that 

BTP(a) may have been based on erroneous interpretations (although scores were very similar). In 

response to Stolarski et al.’s paper, a BTP(b) score was calculated using the DBTP optimal scores, but 

converted into a positive 1 – 5 metric. However, the BTP(a) formula was equally valid on this data set 

for the variables assessed. Whilst it was not as strongly related to SWB, it was better at predicting 

academic success and tended to achieve higher negative associations with psychological problem 

variables. As mentioned above, is questionable why the DBTP formula awarded small levels of Past-

Negative and Present-Fatalism. It is possible that the optimal BTP calculation may be a blend of both 

approaches. 

Bonferroni adjustments were made when necessary to provide a more conservative appraisal of 

statistical significance, required when multiple variables are examined. However, it may be criticised 

that this investigation has examined too many outcome variables which can potentially increase the 

chance of erroneous conclusions regarding significance. It is acknowledged that this project was 

partly exploratory and further replication will be required to validate some findings. Whilst claims of 
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conclusive truths may be difficult to justify, this project provided a flavour of how these variables 

may operate in HE and their potential usefulness regarding student welfare. Additionally, many of 

the outcome variables were related and correlations were replicated in three assessments.  

Singer and Willett (2003) argued that two waves of data were often insufficient to assess true 

change over time: They cannot provide individual growth trajectories and cannot effectively 

differenciate between true change and measurement error. However, many authors report 

longitudinal analyses using two waves of data (e.g. Andrews & Wilding, 2004) and many of the 

current analyses were cross-sectional. However, despite these criticisms, this research examined TP 

in a dynamic HE environment, supporting and adding to previous ZTPI and BTP theory. Furthermore, 

it provided convincing evidence for the importance of these variables among the student population. 

7.6.10 Implications and Future Research 

TP had a noticeable impact on both positive and negative aspects of the student experience. ZTPI 

variables interacted with three broad categories examined: student success in multiple academic, 

personal and social areas; mental-health and resilience to psychological adversity; cognitive and 

emotional components of SWB. This research contributed to the few studies examining BTP by 

supporting its associations with SWB. Additionally, a method for operationalising BTP using the ZTPI 

was found to be comparable and in some ways superior to previous methods (See Appendix P). The 

The BTP(a) calculation performed similarly to the Stolarski et al.’s (2011) method but was 

advantageous, because the calculation converted the deviation into a positive 1-5 scale. 

Furthermore, it adds to BTP theory by being the first study identified to examine this construct on 

student success and psychological problems. Future researchers may want to use the BTP(a) 

calculation to examine its impact in other environments (e.g. clinical settings and the workplace). 
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Whilst TP interventions based on ZTPI theory were almost non-existent at the onset of this research 

programme, a recent publication reported the therapeutic effects of TP therapy in treating PTSD 

(Zimbardo, et al., 2012). This book provided theory and practical approaches for TP modification 

alongside clinical evidence of its effectiveness. These techniques emphasised the importance of 

developing a BTP and could make an exciting tool kit for students wanting to enhance their HE 

experience, boost their success, happiness, and resilience to psychological difficulties. There are 

numerous exercises that individuals could use to modify their TP orientations, which are discussed in 

Chapter 10. However, one of the key steps in TP Modification simply involves an individual gaining a 

theoretical understanding and conscious awareness of their TP (Zimbardo, 2012). There are several 

ways students may achieve this in HE and future research could evaluate such interventions. The 

PSSQ may offer a valuable assessment tool for researchers wanting to examine such interventions. 

 

TP therapy could be provided to students as part of university counselling or pastoral care, alongside 

TP exercises and modification strategies (e.g. Zimbardo et al., 2012). The present research indicated 

that such strategies may also enhance multiple areas of success and SWB among students (discussed 

in Chapter 10), a method of TP recognition was envisaged which may provide a means for data 

collection in future research and a subsequent avenue of investigation. Whilst the ZTPI measures 

relatively stable TP orientations (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999), little is known about how they fluctuate 

within individuals throughout shorter periods of time. Furthermore, little is known about the 

experience of BTP and whether people with BTP (as assessed by the ZTPI) also possess an ability to 

use appropriate TP orientations for situational demands (as theorised by Zimbardo and Boyd).    

 

Student participants would be required to assess their thoughts on numerous occasions throughout 

the day to evaluate which orientations they were using. A simple mobile/tablet application could 

provide an accessible interface for acquiring participant’s evaluations of their TP orientations on 

multiple occasions daily; providing them a conscious understanding of their TP whilst also offering a 
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means for data collection. Both qualitative and quantitative data could be ascertained. For example, 

a series of questions could be regularly presented to students: “What is my dominant TP at this point 

in time?” “What orientation would be the best to achieve my goal?”. Such methods may be used to 

assess fluctuations in perceived TP which could be examined in conjunction with mood or 

productivity. Additionally, there is increased popularity life improvement programmes delivered by 

mobile/tablet applications. Such implementations could be provided to students by their universities 

and include TP enhancement. This would complement the variety of other electronic applications 

implemented in HE to assist students with learning needs and psychological concerns. TP 

intervention strategies may be particularly useful for students and their HEIs. 

7.7. Chapter Summary and Next Chapter 

As expected, ZTPI variables were shown to differentiate between participants regarding success, 

psychological health and SWB at University, whilst interacting and predicting variable scores 

associated with these areas of the student experience. Future was particularly relevant for academic 

areas success and grades, whereas Past-Negative and Past-Positive were important contributors to 

psychological problems and SWB. Of particular importance were the BTP calculations which 

demonstrated positive effects in all three areas. The next chapter reports the results and discussion 

for the VIA-IS in association with the same three areas of interest. The threads of this TP analysis are 

picked up again in Chapter 9. There is minimal research concerning the subjective experience of TP 

and how people experience TP on a day-to-day basis. It was considered pertinent to explore how the 

participants in Investigation 2 experienced TP at University. In Investigation 3, a series of follow-up 

interviews with participants reporting various TP profiles (Including BTP) were conducted to explore 

their experiences of success, SWB and psychological health at University and the impact of their TP 

on these areas. 

 



 

216 
 

 
Chapter 8 

INVESTIGATION 2: 

Character-Strengths and Virtues - Results and Discussion  

  

8.1 Character-Strengths and Demographic Variables  

8.1.1 Sex-Differences and CS 

The six virtue composite scores from S1 were compared between males (n= 14) and females (n= 110) 

using MANOVA. Preliminary assumption testing indicated no serious violations. No significant 

multivariate difference was identified for the combined virtue composite variables, F (6, 117) =.807, 

p< .566; Wilks’ Lambda = .960. Sex differences at the virtue level were not evident in the current 

sample, so the individual CS were not further examined. 

8.1.2 Strengths and Age 

CS and age, were examined with Pearson’s correlations which are reported in Table 8.1. Twelve  

statistically significant positive associations were observed which were typically small to moderate in 

magnitude. Strengths of Wisdom and Courage were those most frequently associated with age. The 

strenghts most strongly associated were Learning (r= .364), Self-Regulation (r= .318), Vitality 

(r=.287), Bravery (r= .263) and Leadership (r= .260). 
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Table 8.1 
Correlations between S1 Strengths and Age 

(N=121) VIRTUES STRENGTHS  AGE  

1 WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE Creativity .163  

2 WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE Curiosity .243 ** 

3 WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE Open-Mindedness .196 * 

4 WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE Love of Learning .364 *** 

5 WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE Perspective .251 ** 

6 COURAGE Bravery .263 ** 

7 COURAGE Persistence .218 * 

8 COURAGE Integrity .145  

9 COURAGE Vitality .287 ** 

10 HUMANITY Love -.014  

11 HUMANITY Kindness .127  

12 HUMANITY Social-Intelligence .158  

13 JUSTICE Citizenship .138  

14 JUSTICE Fairness .233 * 

15 JUSTICE Leadership .260 ** 

16 TEMPERANCE Forgiveness .145  

17 TEMPERANCE Humility .105  

18 TEMPERANCE Prudence .168  

19 TEMPERANCE Self-Regulation .318 *** 

20 TRANSCENDENCE Appreciation of Beauty .205 * 

21 TRANSCENDENCE Gratitude .128  

22 TRANSCENDENCE Hope .195 * 

23 TRANSCENDENCE Humour .158  

24 TRANSCENDENCE Spirituality .097  

*
p < .05, two-tailed. 

**
p < .01, two-tailed.  

 ***
p < .001, two-tailed. 

 

Skewness and kurtosis statistics were examined for the 24 CS from S1 and S3. All 48 variables had 

skew of <.71 (39 were <.5). All but three S3 strengths (Humility, Spirituality and Social-Intelligence) 

had kurtosis values of <1.0 (32 were <.5). The three strengths exceeding .1 were all < .2. Whilst this 

was not deemed a major cause for concern (Miles & Shevlin, 2001), potential problems associated 

with these three S3 variables were carefully considered in subsequent analyses.  
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8.2 Strengths and Virtue changes between S1 and S3  

The VIA-IS was completed twice by participants (approximately 24 weeks between completions). 

Mean strengths and virtue scores from S1 and S3 were compared. Three virtues had significantly 

(two-tailed) higher means in S3 than in S1. However, had a Bonferroni adjusted alpha been used to 

account for multiple t-tests, none of the composite scores would have achieved significance. Table 

8.2 displays the eight strengths that significantly increased from S1 to S3. Again, had a Bonferroni 

adjustment been made, none would have achieved significance. Whilst Bonferroni may be overly 

conservative for these analyses, the findings should be considered descriptive and generalisations 

should not be made. All effect sizes were small. 

 
Table 8.2 
Means Comparison for Virtue Composite Scores between S1 and S3 

 
N= 112 

S1 
Mean (SD) 

S3 
Mean (SD) 

 
r= t(111)= 

  
p=  

  
Cohen’s d= 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE 3.55 (.50) 3.61 (.51) .841*** -2.127 .036 -0.12 

COURAGE 3.61 (.44) 3.67 (.50) .835*** -2.242 .027 -0.13 

HUMANITY 3.88 (.43) 3.88 (.44) .817*** .204 .839 0 

JUSTICE 3.89 (.45) 3.86 (.49) .811*** 1.362 .176 0.06 

TEMPERANCE 3.43 (.47) 3.44 (.50) .830*** -.516 .607 -0.02 

TRANSCENDENCE 3.54 (.51) 3.59 (.56) .891*** -2.089 .039 -0.09 

 

Table 8.3 
Eight Strengths with Significantly Higher Means in S3 

 
N= 112 

S1 
Mean (SD) 

S3 
Mean (SD) 

 
r= t(111)= 

  
p=  

 
Cohen’s d= 

Creativity (W) 3.48 (.65) 3.56 (.66) .779*** -2.005 .047 -0.13 

Open-Mindedness (W) 3.70 (.58) 3.77 (.52) .735*** -1.854 .066 -0.13 

Perspective (W) 3.63 (.56) 3.70 (.55) .724*** -1.829 .070 -0.13 

Bravery (C) 3.48 (.60) 3.57 (.62) .785*** -2.551 .012 -0.15 

Vitality (C) 3.49 (.56) 3.58 (.62) .780*** -2.114 .034 -0.15 

Beauty (TR) 3.26 (.73) 3.33 (.72) .838*** -1.960 .094 -0.10 

Gratitude (TR) 3.72 (.43) 3.79 (.44) .790*** -1.929 .056 -0.16 

Humility (TE) 3.46 (.55) 3.53 (.55) .712*** -1.718 .088 -0.13 
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8.3 Character-Strengths and Student Success  

8.3.1 Character-Strengths and Year-1 AG 

Pearson’s correlational analyses were performed to assess Prediction P17, that Persistence, 

Perspective, Love of Learning, Open-Mindedness, Prudence, Self-Regulation, Fairness and Hope from 

S1 and S3, would significantly and positively associate with AG (see Table 8.4 below). 

None of these variables from S1 or S3 were significantly associated with AG and all non-significant 

coefficients were below r= .15. S1 Self-Regulation and Love of Learning had the highest non-

significant correlations. S3 Fairness was negatively associated with AG and nearing significance (r= -

.134, N= 108, p= .084). Of the remaining VIA-IS variables, the only significant associations with AG 

were Kindness from S1 (r= -.197, N= 112, p= .019) and from S3 (r= -.214, N= 108, p= .013), both 

revealing negative associations of weak magnitude, indicating an inverse relationship between 

Kindness and academic performance (Table 8.4). Relationships were remarkably small indicating that 

strengths/virtues were relatively independent of academic performance.  

8.3.2 Subsequent Analyses using Partial Correlation 

Three analyses were conducted using partial correlation whilst controlling for the effects of age and 

previous academic performance (UCAS Average). The first assessed the relationships between S1 CS 

and AG. The overall effect of this was to reduce the magnitude of all positive coefficients. No 

positive correlations achieved statistical significance, the highest being Love of learning, r(99)= .066, 

p= .256 (one-tailed). As reported above, Kindness was the only negative association to achieve 

statistical significance, r(99)= -.202, p= .021. 

 
 



 

220 
 

Table 8.4 
Strengths and Virtues (S1 and S2) Correlations with Year-1 AG.  

  VIA-IS   (S1)    VIA-IS  (S3) 

  & AG  (n= 112)   & AG  (n= 108) 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE  .052 - .007 

Creativity [Originality, Integrity] - .124 - .070 

Curiosity [Interest, Novelty-Seeking, Openness to Experience]  .079  .001 

Open-Mindedness [Judgment, Critical Thinking]  .045  .007 

Love of Learning  .141  .036 

Perspective [wisdom]  .080  .003 

COURAGE  .039 - .004 

Bravery [Valour]  - .008 - .099 

Persistence [Perseverance, Industriousness]    .100  .068 

Integrity [Authenticity, Honesty] - .050 - .057 

Vitality [Zest, Enthusiasm, Vigour, Energy]  .064  .068 

HUMANITY - .058 - .099 

Love   .078  .006 

Kindness [Generosity, Nurturance, Care, Compassion] - .197
*
 (p= .019) - .214

*
 (p= .013) 

Social Intelligence [Emotional and Personal Intelligence] - .056 - .056 

JUSTICE - .056 - .128 

Citizenship [Social Responsibility, loyalty, Teamwork]  .006 - .114 

Fairness - .090 - .134  

Leadership - .058 - .103 

TEMPERANCE  .039 - .090 

Forgiveness and mercy - .016 - .100 

Humility and Modesty - .073 - .152 

Prudence  .048 - .010 

Self-Regulation [Self-Control]  .149 - .021 

TRANSCENDANCE   .027 - .000 

Appreciation of beauty & excellence [Awe, Wonder]  .041 - .019 

Gratitude  .114  .064 

Hope, [Optimism, Future-Mindedness, Future Orientation] - .037 - .025 

Humour [Playfulness] - .009 - .019 

Spirituality [Religiousness, Faith, Purpose] - .001  .006 

NOTE: Predicted variables are in italics; Only Kindness achieved statistical significance (one-tailed). 

* p <.05, one-tailed. * p <.01, one-tailed. *** p <.001, one-tailed.   
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The second subsequent analysis assessed relationships between the S3 CS and AG whilst controlling 

for age and UCAS Average. There were no significant positive associations between strengths and 

AG. The highest non-significant positive associations were for Vitality and Persistence. Two strengths 

had significant negative associations with AG: Kindness, r(97)= -.206, p= .021 and Humility, r(97)= -

.197, N= 97, p= .026 (both one-tailed). 

The third subsequent analysis assessed relationships between participants’ average strength scores 

from both sets of CS variables (S1 and S3) and AG. The resulting 24 composite strength scores were 

exposed to partial correlations with AG whilst controlling for the effects of age and UCAS Average. 

There were no significant positive associations, the highest being Vitality and Love of Learning. 

Kindness was the only negative association to achieve statistical significance, r(90)= -.234, p= .021 

(one-tailed). 

8.3.3 Strengths and PSSQ Variables 

The VIA-IS and the PSSQ were completed twice by participants and relationships were examined 

between the 30 VIA-IS variables (24 Character Strengths and 6 Virtues) and the eight PSSQ and 

PSSQ(2) variables in three separate assessments:  

1. S1 VIA-IS variables / S2 PSSQ variables [Approximately 10 weeks between VIA-IS and PSSQ 

completions] Coefficients are presented in Table 8.5 below 

2. S1 VIA-IS variables / S3 PSSQ variables [Approximately 24 weeks between VIA-IS and PSSQ 

completions] See Table 8.6 below 

3. S3 VIA-IS variables / S3 PSSQ variables [VIA-IS and PSSQ variables completed at the same point in 

time] See Table 8.7 below 
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Table 8.5 
Correlations between S1 VIA-IS Variables and S2 PSSQ Scores 

VIA-IS PSSQ 

(S1) (S2) 

N= 122 Learning Career Social Finances Health Uni-Work Passion 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE .478 
***

 .473 
***

 .309 
**

 .261 
**

 .298 
**

 .269 
**

 .454 
***

 

Creativity .321 
***

 .359 
***

 .308 
**

 .152  .114  .131  .364 
***

 

Curiosity .433 
***

 .409 
***

 .468 
***

 .181 
*
 .421 

***
 .262 

**
 .408 

***
 

Open-Mindedness .406 
***

 .449 
***

 .161  .292 
**

 .258 
**

 .269 
**

 .369 
***

 

Love of Learning .376 
***

 .304 
**

 .168  .115  .205 
*
 .128  .365 

***
 

Perspective .443 
***

 .443 
***

 .171  .362 
***

 .250 
**

 .348 
***

 .362 
***

 

COURAGE .551 
***

 .483 
***

 .383 
***

 .322 
***

 .423 
***

 .325 
***

 .473 
***

 

Bravery .327 
***

 .377 
***

 .289 
**

 .239 
**

 .332 
***

 .165  .372 
***

 

Persistence .650 
***

 .410 
***

 .181 
*
 .351 

***
 .331 

***
 .376 

***
 .366 

***
 

Integrity .215 
*
 .373 

***
 .366 

***
 .177  .273 

**
 .170  .245 

**
 

Vitality .531 
***

 .396 
***

 .423 
***

 .249 
**

 .416 
***

 .317 
***

 .519 
***

 

HUMANITY .341 
***

 .415 
***

 .490 
***

 .251 
**

 .293 
**

 .220 
*
 .399 

***
 

Love .298 
**

 .303 
**

 .390 
***

 .209 
*
 .271 

**
 .234 

**
 .289 

**
 

Kindness .180 
*
 .341 

***
 .411 

***
 .105  .169  .026  .336 

***
 

Social-Intelligence .357 
***

 .397 
***

 .429 
***

 .293 
**

 .280 
**

 .259 
**

 .378 
***

 

JUSTICE .372 
***

 .395 
***

 .371 
***

 .198 
*
 .334 

***
 .177  .348 

***
 

Citizenship .307 
**

 .367 
***

 .399 
***

 .191 
*
 .366 

***
 .187 

*
 .320 

***
 

Fairness .314 
***

 .323 
***

 .249 
**

 .143  .310 
**

 .106  .277 
**

 

Leadership .388 
***

 .389 
***

 .374 
***

 .209 
*
 .239 

**
 .194 

*
 .352 

***
 

TEMPERANCE .466 
***

 .296 
**

 .236 
**

 .266 
**

 .391 
***

 .259 
**

 .280 
**

 

Forgiveness .276 
**

 .257 
**

 .242 
**

 .091  .348 
***

 .162  .261 
**

 

Humility .171  .004  .006  .053  .096  .089  .093  

Prudence .408 
***

 .221 
*
 .154  .249 

**
 .234 

**
 .212 

*
 .188 

*
 

Self-Regulation .589 
***

 .415 
***

 .309 
**

 .436 
***

 .514 
***

 .338 
***

 .312 
***

 

TRANSCENDENCE .470 
***

 .381 
***

 .405 
***

 .191 
*
 .225 

*
 .219 

*
 .358 

***
 

Appreciation of Beauty .368 
***

 .190 
*
 .184 

*
 .080  .058  .118  .220 

*
 

Gratitude .425 
***

 .279 
**

 .319 
***

 .200 
*
 .217 

*
 .255 

**
 .338 

***
 

Hope .477 
***

 .550 
***

 .447 
***

 .194 
*
 .362 

***
 .201 

*
 .393 

***
 

Humour .134  .256 
**

 .500 
***

 .023  .191 
*
 .129  .322 

***
 

Spirituality .381 
***

 .243 
**

 .217 
*
 .213 

*
 .106  .159  .181 

*
 

*
p < .05, two-tailed. 

**
p < .01, two-tailed.  

 ***
p < .001, two-tailed.   
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Table 8.6 
Correlations between S1 VIA-IS variables and S3 PSSQ Scores 

VIA-IS PSSQ  PSSQ(2) 

(Series 1) (Series 3)  (Series 3) 

N= 116 Learning Career Social Finances Health Uni-Work Passion  Exams 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE .461 
***

 .407 
***

 .338 
***

 .245 
**

 .297 
**

 .182  .483 
***

 
 

.284 
**

 

Creativity .298 
**

 .277 
**

 .361 
***

 .127  .118  .038  .388 
***

 
 

.206 
*
 

Curiosity .373 
***

 .348 
***

 .523 
***

 .173  .414 
***

 .242 
**

 .391 
***

 
 

.265 
**

 

Open-Mindedness .383 
***

 .396 
***

 .140  .278 
**

 .227 
*
 .097  .379 

***
 

 
.214 

*
 

Love of Learning .364 
***

 .244 
**

 .199 
*
 .081  .206 

*
 .162  .378 

***
 

 
.176  

Perspective .467 
***

 .410 
***

 .141 
*
 .366 

***
 .264 

**
 .214 

*
 .425 

***
 

 
.312 

**
 

COURAGE .514 
***

 .449 
***

 .415  .289 
**

 .340 
***

 .209 
*
 .457 

***
 

 
.334 

***
 

Bravery .350 
***

 .350 
***

 .316 
***

 .181  .237 
*
 .088  .404 

***
 

 
.201 

*
 

Persistence .585 
***

 .419 
***

 .200 
**

 .342 
***

 .301 
**

 .295 
**

 .402 
***

 
 

.291 
**

 

Integrity .176  .216 
*
 .374 

*
 .218 

*
 .148  .000  .190 

*
 

 
.128  

Vitality .467 
***

 .411 
***

 .448 
***

 .167  .369 
***

 .245 
**

 .414 
***

 
 

.426 
***

 

HUMANITY .366 
***

 .452 
***

 .521 
***

 .243 
**

 .241 
**

 .154  .465 
***

 
 

.183  

Love .358 
***

 .437 
***

 .379 
***

 .201 
*
 .289 

**
 .313 

**
 .374 

***
 

 
.190 

*
 

Kindness .144  .289 
**

 .445 
***

 .112  .068  -.069  .284 
**

 
 

.091  

Social-Intelligence .381 
***

 .388 
***

 .482 
***

 .277 
**

 .220 
*
 .102  .485 

***
 

 
.164  

JUSTICE .307 
***

 .368 
***

 .425 
***

 .232 
*
 .259 

**
 .165  .331 

***
 

 
.257 

**
 

Citizenship .225 
*
 .296 

**
 .419 

***
 .194 

*
 .223 

*
 .129  .216 

*
 

 
.219 

*
 

Fairness .258 
**

 .330 
***

 .311 
***

 .182  .251 
**

 .120  .278 
**

 
 

.196 
*
 

Leadership .345 
***

 .365 
***

 .430 
***

 .253 
**

 .224 
*
 .197 

*
 .394 

***
 

 
.281 

**
 

TEMPERANCE .377 
***

 .273 
**

 .178  .320 
***

 .375 
***

 .173  .253 
**

 
 

.267 
**

 

Forgiveness .217 
*
 .260 

**
 .301 

**
 .128  .337 

***
 .160  .173   .200 

*
 

Humility .115  -.023  -.125  .117  .043  -.034  .029   .111  

Prudence .331 
***

 .242 
**

 .062  .321 
***

 .249 
**

 .147  .180   .207 
*
 

Self-Regulation .493 
***

 .335 
***

 .270 
**

 .424 
***

 .501 
***

 .244 
**

 .390 
***

 
 

.298 
**

 

TRANSCENDENCE .375 
***

 .374 
***

 .462 
***

 .194 
*
 .238 

*
 .185 

*
 .380 

***
 

 
.276 

**
 

Appreciation of Beauty .280 
**

 .157  .227 
*
 .096  .078  .157  .324 

***
 

 
.042  

Gratitude .333 
***

 .353 
***

 .389 
***

 .207 
*
 .205 

*
 .146  .367 

***
 

 
.229 

*
 

Hope .467 
***

 .539 
***

 .428 
***

 .270 
**

 .472 
***

 .314 
**

 .454 
***

 
 

.443 
***

 

Humour .130  .251 
**

 .532 
***

 -.002  .117  .073  .236 
*
 

 
.215 

*
 

Spirituality .239 
**

 .207 
*
 .276 

**
 .166  .105  .055  .138   .192 

*
 

*
p < .05, two-tailed. 

**
p < .01, two-tailed.  

 ***
p < .001, two-tailed.      
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Table 8.7 
Correlations between S3 VIA-IS Variables and S3 PSSQ Scores 

VIA-IS PSSQ  PSSQ(2) 

(Series 3) (Series 3)  (Series 3) 

N= 118 Learning Career Social Finances Health Uni-Work Passion  Exams 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE .553 
***

 .481 
***

 .342 
***

 .302 
**

 .268 
**

 .299 
**

 .531 
***

 
 

.309 
***

 

Creativity .448 
***

 .343 
***

 .307 
**

 .157  .144  .197 
*
 .407 

***
 

 
.175  

Curiosity .446 
***

 .385 
***

 .471 
***

 .271 
**

 .333 
***

 .287 
**

 .401 
***

 
 

.302 
**

 

Open-Mindedness .447 
***

 .450 
***

 .206 
*
 .327 

***
 .179  .230 

*
 .458 

***
 

 
.301 

**
 

Love of Learning .471 
***

 .388 
***

 .190 
*
 .176  .219 

*
 .182 

*
 .448 

***
 

 
.257 

**
 

Perspective .544 
***

 .504 
***

 .278 
**

 .392 
***

 .275 
**

 .398 
***

 .559 
***

 
 

.303 
**

 

COURAGE .598 
***

 .520 
***

 .425 
***

 .288 
**

 .338 
***

 .352 
***

 .535 
***

 
 

.372 
***

 

Bravery .421 
***

 .403 
***

 .348 
***

 .136  .232 
*
 .192 

*
 .392 

***
 

 
.295 

**
 

Persistence .663 
***

 .552 
***

 .257 
**

 .350 
***

 .373 
***

 .446 
***

 .563 
***

 
 

.390 
***

 

Integrity .398 
***

 .349 
***

 .386 
***

 .268 
**

 .223 
*
 .198 

*
 .400 

***
 

 
.219 

*
 

Vitality .557 
***

 .470 
***

 .475 
***

 .248 
**

 .325 
***

 .361 
***

 .480 
***

 
 

.360 
***

 

HUMANITY .419 
***

 .417 
***

 .465 
***

 .272 
**

 .207 
*
 .216 

*
 .360 

***
 

 
.265 

**
 

Love .344 
***

 .315 
**

 .309 
**

 .228 
*
 .176  .270 

**
 .310 

**
 

 
.224 

*
 

Kindness .229 
*
 .328 

***
 .367 

***
 .140  .079  .014  .172  

 
.216 

*
 

Social-Intelligence .470 
***

 .406 
***

 .490 
***

 .308 
**

 .256 
**

 .248 
**

 .411 
***

 
 

.227 
*
 

JUSTICE .369 
***

 .464 
***

 .358 
***

 .271 
**

 .209 
*
 .180  .280 

**
 

 
.337 

***
 

Citizenship .269 
**

 .315 
**

 .376 
***

 .271 
**

 .169  .102  .157  
 

.311 
**

 

Fairness .339 
***

 .435 
***

 .241 
**

 .186 
*
 .175  .135  .213 

*
 

 
.322 

***
 

Leadership .402 
***

 .518 
***

 .380 
***

 .298 
**

 .231 
*
 .254 

**
 .393 

***
 

 
.296 

**
 

TEMPERANCE .448 
***

 .394 
***

 .178  .415 
***

 .304 
**

 .262 
**

 .290 
**

 
 

.331 
***

 

Forgiveness .216 
*
 .307 

**
 .263 

**
 .208 

*
 .184 

*
 .150  .109   .295 

**
 

Humility .222 
*
 .155  -.126  .186 

*
 .002  .056  .105   .181  

Prudence .424 
***

 .331 
***

 .048  .411 
***

 .187 
*
 .248 

**
 .226 

*
  .197 

*
 

Self-Regulation .564 
***

 .431 
***

 .311 
**

 .513 
***

 .563 
***

 .369 
***

 .482 
***

 
 

.344 
***

 

TRANSCENDENCE .490 
***

 .413 
***

 .398 
***

 .246 
**

 .264 
**

 .249 
**

 .368 
***

 
 

.281 
**

 

Appreciation of Beauty .342 
***

 .183 
*
 .171  .128  .155  .127  .256 

**
 

 
.105  

Gratitude .436 
***

 .302 
**

 .279 
**

 .253 
**

 .195 
*
 .196 

*
 .279 

**
 

 
.231 

*
 

Hope .580 
***

 .614 
***

 .359 
***

 .292 
**

 .425 
***

 .355 
***

 .464 
***

 
 

.375 
***

 

Humour .283 
**

 .290 
**

 .531 
***

 .102  .176  .156  .304 
**

 
 

.274 
**

 

Spirituality .350 
***

 .299 
**

 .305 
**

 .211 
*
 .144  .181  .218 

*
  .190 

*
 

*
p < .05, two-tailed. 

**
p < .01, two-tailed.  

 ***
p < .001, two-tailed.   
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Examination Success was only measured in S3 and therefore examined in just two of the three 

assessments (2 and 3). 690 coefficients were calculated for the combined three assessments and 556 

(80.58%) were significant positive associations ranging between r= .190 and r= .663. There were no 

significant negative associations. Generally, CS and Virtues were positively related to the PSSQ and 

relationships were strongest when assessed at the same point in time. This is illustrated in Table 8.8 

below where the average coefficients for all strengths and PSSQ variables (excluding examination 

success) were calculated, providing an average coefficient for each assessment. 

Table 8.8 
Mean Coefficients for the Three VIA-IS and PSSQ Assessments 

 Time between completions Number of coefficients Min Max Mean SD 

ASSESSMENT 1 10 weeks 210 .004 .650 .296 .120 

ASSESSMENT 2 24 weeks 210 -.125 .585 .277 .132 

ASSESSMENT 3 Same-Time 210 -.126 .663 .315 .133 

 

To assess the six strength categories and their associations with the PSSQ variables, the average 

coefficients for the individual CS in each category were calculated for all seven combined PSSQ 

variables (excluding examination success). The results are displayed in Figure 8.1 below: 

 
Figure 8.1 
Average correlations between six virtues and seven PSSQ variables for all three assessments. 
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Strengths of Courage and Strengths of Wisdom had the strongest average relationships to all seven 

PSSQ variables. The average coefficient decreased inversely to the amount of time taken between 

the completions of the questionnaires. Strengths of Humanity and Strengths of Justice were more 

stable over time. Transcendence and Temperance strengths were least associated with fewest 

significant relationships with the exceptions of Hope and Self-Regulation. 

Tables 8.9 and 8.10 display the 24 CS rank-ordered by the PSSQ Factors for both Assessment 1 (S1 

VIA-IS and S2 PSSQ) and Assessment 3 (S3 VIA-IS and S3 PSSQ). This provides a visual comparison for 

how the strengths related the seven PSSQ variables in order of magnitude. 

Table 8.9 
S1 Strengths Rank-ordered by Correlational Magnitude for Each S2 PSSQ Factor (Assessment 1) 

Success in Academic Areas  Success in Non-academic Areas 

LEARNING UNI-WORK PASSION  CAREER SOCIAL FINANCES HEALTH 

Persistence          Persistence          Vitality              Hope                 Humour               Self-Reg             Self-Reg             

Self-Reg             Perspective          Curiosity             Open-Mind                 Curiosity            Perspective          Hope                 

Vitality             Self-Reg             Hope                  Perspective          Hope                 Persistence          Persistence          

Hope                 Vitality             Social                Self-Reg             Social               Social               Curiosity            

Perspective          Open-Mind                 Bravery               Persistence          Vitality             Open-Mind                 Vitality             

Curiosity            Curiosity            Open-Mind                  Curiosity            Kindness             Vitality             Perspective          

Gratitude            Social               Persistence           Social               Citizenship          Prudence             Social               

Prudence             Gratitude            Learning              Vitality             Love                 Bravery              Bravery              

Open-Mind                Love                 Creativity            Leadership           Leadership           Spirituality         Leadership           

Leadership           Prudence             Perspective           Bravery              Integrity            Love                 Integrity            

Spirituality         Hope                 Leadership            Integrity            Gratitude            Leadership           Learning             

Learning             Leadership           Gratitude             Citizenship          Self-Reg             Gratitude            Gratitude            

Beauty               Citizenship          Kindness              Creativity           Creativity           Hope                 Prudence             

Social               Integrity            Humour                Kindness             Bravery              Citizenship          Forgiveness          

Bravery              Bravery              Citizenship           Fairness             Fairness             Curiosity            Open-Mind                 

Creativity           Forgiveness          Self-Reg              Learning             Forgiveness          Integrity            Love                 

Fairness             Spirituality         Love                  Love                 Spirituality         Creativity           Humour               

Citizenship          Creativity           Fairness              Gratitude            Beauty               Fairness             Fairness             

Love                 Humour               Forgiveness           Forgiveness          Persistence          Learning             Citizenship          

Forgiveness          Learning             Integrity             Humour               Perspective          Kindness             Beauty               

Integrity            Beauty               Beauty                Spirituality         Learning             Forgiveness          Spirituality         

Kindness             Fairness             Prudence              Prudence             Open-Mind                 Beauty               Creativity           

Humility             Humility             Spirituality          Beauty               Prudence             Humility             Kindness             

Humour               Kindness             Humility              Humility             Humility             Humour               Humility             

 
 

KEY: 
r > .50 
r > .30 
r > .19 
r < .19 

(Non-Sig) 
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Table 8.10 
S3 Strengths Rank-ordered by Correlational Magnitude for Each S3 PSSQ Factor (Assessment 3) 

Success in Academic Areas  Success in Non-academic Areas 

LEARNING UNI-WORK PASSION EXAMS  CAREER SOCIAL FINANCES HEALTH 

Persistence          Persistence Persistence Persistence  Hope Humour Self-Reg Self-Reg 

Hope                 Perspective Perspective Hope  Persistence Social Prudence Hope 

Self-Reg             Self-Reg Self-Reg Vitality  Leadership Vitality Perspective Persistence 

Vitality             Vitality Vitality Self-Reg  Perspective Curiosity Persistence Curiosity 

Perspective          Hope Hope Fairness  Vitality Integrity Open-Mind Vitality 

Learning             Curiosity Open-Mind Citizenship  Open-Mind Leadership Social Perspective 

Social               Love Learning Perspective  Fairness Citizenship Leadership Social 

Creativity           Leadership Social Curiosity  Self-Reg Kindness Hope Bravery 

Open-Mind                 Social Creativity Open-Mind  Social Hope Curiosity Leadership 

Curiosity            Prudence Curiosity Leadership  Bravery Bravery Citizenship Integrity 

Gratitude            Open-Mind Integrity Bravery  Learning Self-Reg Integrity Learning 

Prudence             Integrity Leadership Forgiveness  Curiosity Love Gratitude Gratitude 

Bravery              Creativity Bravery Humour  Integrity Creativity Vitality Prudence 

Leadership           Gratitude Love Learning  Creativity Spirituality Love Forgiveness 

Integrity            Bravery Humour Gratitude  Prudence Gratitude Spirituality Open-Mind 

Spirituality         Learning Gratitude Social  Kindness Perspective Forgiveness Love 

Love                 Spirituality Beauty Love  Love Forgiveness Fairness Humour 

Beauty               Humour Prudence Integrity  Citizenship Persistence Humility Fairness 

Fairness             Forgiveness Spirituality Kindness  Forgiveness Fairness Learning Citizenship 

Humour               Fairness Fairness Prudence  Gratitude Open-Mind Creativity Beauty 

Citizenship          Beauty Kindness Spirituality  Spirituality Learning Kindness Spirituality 

Kindness             Citizenship Citizenship Humility  Humour Beauty Bravery Creativity 

Humility             Humility Forgiveness Creativity  Beauty Prudence Beauty Kindness 

Forgiveness          Kindness Humility Beauty  Humility Humility Humour Humility 

KEY: r > .50, r > .30, r > .19, r < .19 (Non-Sig) 

 

The strengths most associated with academic PSSQ factors in Assessment 1 were Strengths of 

Courage (Persistence, Vitality), Wisdom (Perspective, Curiosity), Temperance (Self-Regulation) and 

Transcendence (Hope). The top strengths related to the non-academic PSSQ factors tended to vary. 

Self-Regulation was the highest related strength to Financial and Health Success, whereas Vitality, 

Social-Intelligence and Humour tended to be most related to Social Success. Persistence, Leadership, 

Perspective and Hope were most related to Career Success.  

In Assessment 3, a similar pattern was observed, with a small number of differences. Academic PSSQ 

factors were most strongly associated with Persistence, Vitality, Perspective, Hope and Self-
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Regulation. Hope was less associated with social success, whereas Social-Intelligence was more 

strongly associated than in Assessment 1. Persistence was more strongly associated with Social 

Success, whereas Open-mindedness was less so. Prudence was more strongly associated with 

financial success than in Assessment 1. Forgiveness and Appreciation of Beauty, Prudence and 

Spirituality also tended to be the lowest related strengths associated with the PSSQ factors. 

8.3.4 VIA-IS Differences among Success Cluster Groups 

As detailed in Chapters 6 and 7, three groups were identified: a Low (n= 18), a Middle (n= 50) and a 

High (n= 41) success group. A series of one-way ANOVAs were conducted to explore whether, and to 

what extent the three success groups differed on the six virtue scores and the VIA-IS Total score 

from S1. The results are reported in Table 8.11 below and demonstrate that all effect sizes were 

small (<.02) with the exception of the strengths of temperance. Within this sample, the Low Success 

group reported the highest average overall strength score, and the middle group the lowest. 

However, none of the differences were statistically significant. 

 

Table 8.11 
ANOVAs Comparing the Means between the Three Success Groups 

VIA-IS 
Series-1 

Sample 
Mean 
(N= 102) 

Success Group 
   

 Low  
(n=15) 

Middle  
(n=50) 

 High  
(n=41) 

 
F(2,99)= 

 
p= 

 
ŋp2 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE 3.55 (.48) 3.60 (.46)a 3.48 (.52)a 3.61 (.43)a 0.897 .411 .018 
COURAGE 3.61 (.43) 3.61 (.47)a 3.59 (.44)a 3.63 (.42)a 0.095 .982 .002 
HUMANITY 3.87 (.42) 4.00 (.32)a 3.83 (.50)a 3.88 (.36)a 0.872 .421 .017 
JUSTICE 3.89 (.43) 4.00 (.41)a 3.86 (.44)a 3.88 (.43)a 0.631 .534 .013 
TEMPERANCE 3.43 (.44) 3.57 (.44)a 3.35 (.43)a 3.46 (.44)a 1.621 .203 .032 
TRANSCENDENCE 3.53 (.51) 3.63 (.53)a 3.47 (.56)a 3.56 (.52)a 0.699 .499 .014 

VIA-IS TOTAL (AVERAGE) 3.62 (.39) 3.70 (.40)a 3.56 (.33)a 3.64 (.39)a 1.416 .248 .017 

 

The four transcendence strengths were analysed separately using another series of one-way 

ANOVAs. All effect sizes were smaller than .27 and none achieved statistical significance, with the 
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exception of Prudence, F(2, 99)= 3.105, p= .049, ŋp2= .059 suggesting a small-moderate effect size. 

Post-hoc analyses revealed the difference was between the Low Success group (M= 3.69, SD= .54) 

and the Middle Success group (M= 3.30, SD= .64), mean difference = .393, p= 026.  

  

Finally, the rank-order of CS for the three success groups are reported in Table 8.12 below. Kindness 

was the highest strength in the Low and Mid groups, whereas Love was highest for the High group. 

Humour was highest for the Mid group who demonstrated higher levels of Social Success. 

Persistence and Love of Learning were higher in the High group. Interestingly, the rank-ordering of 

Love of Learning was highest in the High group and lowest in the Low group. 

 

Table 8.12 
S1 VIA-IS Rank-order Scores between the Three Success Groups 

Low (n= 15)   Middle (n= 46)   High (n= 41)   

Kindness  4.19 (.31) Kindness  3.99 (.45) Love 4.01 (.46) 

Citizenship  4.06 (.47) Fairness 3.94 (.57) Fairness 3.88 (.54) 

Fairness  4.04 (.36) Humour 3.89 (.58) Leadership 3.88 (.46) 

Love 4.01 (.43) Integrity 3.88 (.46) Kindness  3.88 (.43) 

Integrity 4.00 (.37) Citizenship 3.83 (.39) Citizenship  3.87 (.44) 

Leadership 3.91 (.50) Leadership 3.81 (.51) Humour 3.86 (.48) 

Open-Mindedness 3.84 (.44) Love 3.80 (.63) Integrity 3.85 (.45) 

Gratitude 3.84 (.45) Social-Intelligence 3.70 (.61) Open-Mindedness 3.81 (.47) 

Social-Intelligence 3.79 (.46) Gratitude 3.60 (.64) Gratitude 3.80 (.48) 

Humour 3.71 (.62) Hope 3.60 (.58) Social-Intelligence 3.76 (.52) 

Forgiveness  3.71 (.54) Curiosity  3.58 (.54) Hope 3.73 (.55) 

Prudence  3.69 (.51) Open-Mindedness 3.58 (.63) Persistence 3.71 (.60) 

Humility 3.67 (.41) Perspective  3.56 (.57) Perspective  3.71 (.47) 

Appreciation of Beauty  3.65 (.65) Bravery  3.55 (.62) Curiosity  3.65 (.55) 

Perspective  3.65 (.49) Persistence 3.49 (.59) Forgiveness  3.55 (.69) 

Hope 3.63 (.65) Creativity 3.45 (.73) Zest 3.54 (.47) 

Curiosity  3.62 (.68) Zest 3.44 (.53) Prudence 3.52 (.54) 

Persistence 3.61 (.55) Forgiveness  3.42 (.73) Humility 3.45 (.58) 

Creativity  3.55 (.54) Humility 3.42 (.48) Love of Learning 3.44 (.62) 

Zest 3.41 (.74) Prudence 3.30 (.64) Creativity 3.42 (.63) 

Bravery  3.40 (.51) Self-Regulation  3.27 (.51) Bravery  3.42 (.59) 

Spirituality 3.33 (.94) Love of Learning 3.21 (.64) Self-Regulation  3.33 (.57) 

Love of Learning 3.32 (.78) Appreciation of Beauty  3.16 (.81) Appreciation of Beauty  3.30 (.69) 

Self-Regulation  3.21 (.76) Spirituality 3.08 (.91) Spirituality 3.09 (.90) 
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8.4 Character-Strengths and Psychological  Problems  

8.4.1 Correlations between Character-Strengths and Psychological Problems 

Assessment 1 correlations (S1 variables) are reported in Table 8.13. Hope revealed significant 

negative associations with all psychological problem variables (Depression, Anxiety, Stress, DASS 

Total and Negative-Affect). Self-Regulation was significantly and negatively associated with Stress, 

DASS Total and Negative-Affect. The negative association between Self-Regulation and Depression 

was nearing significance. Persistence revealed significant negative associations with Stress and 

Negative-Affect. Its association with Depression and DASS Total were nearing significance. Vitality 

revealed significant negative associations with Depression and Negative-Affect, and was nearing 

significance for Stress. Open-Mindedness demonstrated significant negative associations with 

Negative-Affect as did Curiosity with Depression; Prudence with Stress.  

 

Assessment 2 correlations (S3 variables) are reported in Table 8.14. Whilst there were some 

similarities to Assessment 1 correlations, there were fewer significant negative and more significant 

positive associations. The most prolific of the negative correlations were between Self-Regulation 

and all five Psychological Problem variables. Unlike S1, Hope only showed one significant negative-

correlation (weak magnitude) with Depression. However, its associations with Anxiety and DASS 

Total were nearing significance. Other significant, negative correlations were found between 

Prudence, and Negative-affect (weak) and Forgiveness and DASS Depression (weak). S3 data 

revealed a high number of significant positive-correlations (of weak magnitude) between certain CS 

and psychological problem variables.  The most prominent of was between Bravery and Anxiety, 

Stress and DASS Total.  

 



 

231 
 

Assessment 3 (S1 Strengths and S3 psychological problems) is reported in Table 8.15, Prudence 

showed weak-to-moderate negative correlations with all variables. Hope showed weak-moderate 

negative correlations with the Depression, Anxiety and DASS Total and was nearing significance for 

Stress and Negative-Affect. Self-Regulation showed weak-to-moderate negative correlations with 

Depression, Stress, DASS Total and Negative-Affect and was nearing significance Anxiety. 

Forgiveness showed weak-to-moderate negative correlations with Depression, Anxiety, DASS Total 

and Negative-Affect. The same analysis also revealed a small number of significant positive-

correlations (weak) between Integrity, Creativity, Kindness and all DASS variables.  

 

Prediction P18 that Hope, Self-Regulation, Humour, Prudence, Vitality, Persistence would 

significantly and negatively associate with Depression was partly supported by these data. The 

directions of relationships were as predicted. Self-Regulation only achieved significance in two 

assessments and Vitality, only the first assessment. Prudence only achieved significance in the 

Assessment 3. Humour and Persistence were not significantly associated with depression, but 

Persistence was near significance in the first assessment.  

Prediction P19 that Hope, Self-Regulation, Vitality, Gratitude, Leadership and Forgiveness would be 

significantly and negatively associated with Anxiety was marginally supported by these data. The 

directions of all the relationships were as predicted. Hope achieved significance in first and third 

assessment. Self-Regulation achieved significance in the second and third assessment. Forgiveness 

achieved significance in the third assessment whilst Vitality, Gratitude and Leadership did not 

achieve significance in any of the three assessments. 

Prediction P20 that Self-Regulation and Curiosity would be significantly and negatively associated 

with Stress was supported for Self-Regulation in all three instances, but Curiosity was not 

significantly associated with stress in any of the three assessments. 
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Table 8.13 

Correlations between S1 VIA-IS Variables and S1 Psychological Problems 

VIA-IS   PSSQ        PANAS 

(Series 1)   (Series 1)        (Series 1) 

N= 121 Depression Anxiety Stress Total  NA PA 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE -.088  .124  -.032  -.004   -.113  .471 *** 

Creativity .004  .130  .031  .060   -.015  .265 ** 

Curiosity -.163 * .015  -.084  -.093   .107  .567 *** 

Open-Mindedness -.082  .074  -.061  -.031   -.160 * .338 *** 

Love of Learning .003  .213 ** .052  .097   -.079  .384 *** 

Perspective -.142  .046  -.092  -.076   -.109  .359 *** 

COURAGE -.104  .004  -.102  -.080   -.160 * .518 *** 

Bravery -.063  -.011  -.049  -.049   -.093  .344 *** 

Persistence -.142 NS -.028  -.164 *  -.130   -.213 ** .518 *** 

Integrity .091  .067  .062  .084   .033  .096  

Vitality -.180 * .002  -.141 NS -.126   -.199 * .622 *** 

HUMANITY -.036  .050  -.025  -.006   -.045  .380 ** 

Love -.048  .001  -.015  -.025   -.046  .415 *** 

Kindness .034  .149  -.015  .060   .074  .182 * 

Social-Intelligence -.062  -.001  -.032  -.038   -.118  .332 *** 

JUSTICE -.043  -.007  -.089  -.054   -.023  .339 *** 

Citizenship -.119  -.077  -.128  -.125   -.010  .299 *** 

Fairness .016  .079  -.039  .019   -.022  .267 ** 

Leadership -.025  -.035  -.081  -.054   -.029  .349 *** 

TEMPERANCE -.120  -.032  -.185 ** -.131   -.106  .348 *** 

Forgiveness -.111  .012  -.140  -.095   -.046  .313 *** 

Humility .171  .004  .006  .053   .089  .093  

Prudence -.101  -.069  -.155 * -.125   -.147  .210 * 

Self-Regulation -.145 NS -.100  -.240 ** -.187 *  -.185 * .413 *** 

TRANSCENDENCE -.078  .104  -.090  -.030   -.066  .450 *** 

Appreciation of Beauty .072  .314 ** .073  .168 *  .077  .279 * 

Gratitude .006  .116  -.002  .042   -.024  .420 *** 

Hope -.375 *** -.160 * -.341 *** -.339 ***  -.321 *** .471 *** 

Humour -.003  -.012  .053  .015   .058  .276 ** 

Spirituality -.038  .076  -.123  -.036   -.060  .307 *** 

*p < .05, one-tailed. **p < .01, one-tailed.   ***p < .001, one-tailed.   
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Table 8.14 

Correlations between S3 VIA-IS Variables and S3 Psychological Problems 

VIA-IS   PSSQ        PANAS 

(Series 3)   (Series 3)        (Series 3) 

N= 118 Depression Anxiety Stress Total  NA PA 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE .075  .108  .084  .093   .004  .471 *** 

Creativity .137  .163 * .144  .154 *  .120  .265 ** 

Curiosity .005  .050  .005  .021   -.029  .567 *** 

Open-Mindedness .051  .060  .022  .046   -.073  .338 *** 

Love of Learning .126  .153 * .154 * .150   .009  .384 *** 

Perspective -.021  .011  .005  -.002   -.037  .359 *** 

COURAGE .076  .116  .087  .097   -.008  .518 *** 

Bravery .151  .190 * .163 * .175 *  .111  .344 *** 

Persistence -.058  -.029  -.035  -.043   -.066  .518 *** 

Integrity .163 * .186 * .103  .157 *  -.047  .096  

Vitality .023  .065  .070  .054   -.037  .622 *** 

HUMANITY .014  .042  .017  .026   -.041  .380 *** 

Love -.114  -.084  -.068  -.093   -.068  .415 *** 

Kindness .163 * .179 * .114  .158 *  -.029  .182 ** 

Social-Intelligence -.003  .022  .005  .008   -.008  .332 *** 

JUSTICE .016  .041  .022  .027   -.084  .339 *** 

Citizenship -.011  .003  -.018  -.009   -.095  .299 *** 

Fairness .015  .047  .029  .031   -.069  .267 ** 

Leadership .036  .058  .046  .048   -.071  .349 *** 

TEMPERANCE -.133  -.099  -.114  -.120   -.216 ** .348 *** 

Forgiveness -.167 * -.126  -.133  -.148   -.145  .313 *** 

Humility .104  .110  .113  .113   -.118  .093  

Prudence -.074  -.069  -.084  -.079   -.187 * .210 ** 

Self-Regulation -.242 ** -.192 * -.220 ** -.227 **  -.231 ** .413 *** 

TRANSCENDENCE .032  .059  .050  .048   -.006  .450 *** 

Appreciation of Beauty .094  .121  .096  .108   .014  .279 ** 

Gratitude .043  .060  .064  .058   -.084  .420 *** 

Hope -.172 * -.138 NS -.093  -.141 NS  -.099  .471 *** 

Humour .101  .128  .153 * .132   .081  .276 ** 

Spirituality .048  .059  .006  .039   .040  .307 *** 

*p < .05, one-tailed. **p < .01, one-tailed.   ***p < .001, one-tailed.      NS = Near Significance. 
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Table 8.15 
Correlations between S1 VIA-IS Variables and S3 Psychological Problems 

VIA-IS   PSSQ        PANAS 

(Series 1)   (Series 3)        (Series 3) 

N= 116 Depression Anxiety Stress Total  NA PA 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE .084  .129  .129  .118   -.019  .381 *** 

Creativity .168 * .213 * .179 * .194 *  .109  .225 ** 

Curiosity -.043  .017  -.013  -.014   -.106  .467 *** 

Open-Mindedness .021  .036  .084  .048   -.036  .285 ** 

Love of Learning .143  .191 * .184 * .179 *  .007  .279 ** 

Perspective .024  .034  .063  .042   -.072  .307 *** 

COURAGE .099  .126  .067  .102   -.022  .371 *** 

Bravery .117  .138  .128  .132   .049  .240 ** 

Persistence .030  .044  -.039  .013   -.077  .373 *** 

Integrity .167 * .178 * .081  .148   .002  .083  

Vitality .020  .059  .051  .044   -.038  .438 *** 

HUMANITY .037  .082  .074  .067   .028  .385 *** 

Love -.071  -.030  -.036  -.048   -.076  .418 *** 

Kindness .159 * .192 * .158 * .176 *  .129  .172 * 

Social-Intelligence .031  .068  .084  .063   .037  .342 *** 

JUSTICE .016  .036  .015  .023   -.048  .317 *** 

Citizenship -.031  -.005  -.058  -.033   -.063  .268 ** 

Fairness .023  .045  .037  .036   -.046  .260 ** 

Leadership .045  .053  .053  .053   -.024  .330 *** 

TEMPERANCE -.196 * -.168 * -.155 * -.181 *  -.248 ** .330 *** 

Forgiveness -.199 * -.155 * -.123  -.166 *  -.195 * .342 *** 

Humility .002  .006  .065  .025   -.116  .026  

Prudence -.200 * -.204 * -.204 * -.211 *  -.242 ** .251 ** 

Self-Regulation -.184 * -.145 NS -.199 * -.183 *  -.196 * .365 *** 

TRANSCENDENCE .010  .037  .036  .028   -.032  .355 *** 

Appreciation of Beauty .093  .129  .133  .123   -.041  .228 ** 

Gratitude .048  .066  .032  .051   -.090  .370 *** 

Hope -.181 * -.160 * -.137 NS -.166 *  -.128  .397 *** 

Humour .045  .073  .130  .085   .149  .210 * 

Spirituality .011  .013  -.020  .002   -.006  .198 * 

*p < .05, one-tailed. **p < .01, one-tailed.   ***p < .001, one-tailed.   
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8.4.2 Stepwise Regression 

The variability between the three assessments above may have indicated conceptual complexities 

regarding the nature of the variables over time. However, such fluctuations may have been due to 

measurement error or individuals reporting fleeting (non-authentic) strengths occurring at the point 

of measurement. To provide a better indication of authentic strengths and to reduce the impact of 

measurement error, a composite strength score was calculated for the 24 strengths by calculating 

the average score for each individual strength across both VIA-IS completions (S1 and S3).  

The DASS Total score provides a useful measure of negative emotional symptoms (Lovibond & 

Lovibond, 1995). To establish a more consistent indication of psychological problems, an average 

composite score was calculated from the S1 and S3 DASS Totals. To assess which strength composite 

scores provided the best indication of the combined DASS Total score, stepwise multiple regression 

was used. As this is a controversial technique (Field, 2010) several precautions were implemented. 

Using too many predictors can cause inaccuracies (Field, 2010) so the strengths entered into the 

model were restricted to eight which correlated with at least one DASS variable in at least two of the 

three correlational assessments above. These included four variables frequently associated with 

psychological problems in previous research (Hope, Self-Regulation, Prudence and Forgiveness) 

alongside four strengths which were positively associated with psychological problems in the current 

research (Creativity, Love of Learning, Integrity, Kindness). In addition, Vitality and Curiosity were 

also included because of their common associations in previous research. The 10 composite 

strengths were entered into a stepwise regression model to statistically identify the most important 

predictors of consistent psychological health. The regression procedure identified a four strength 

model explaining 29.7% of the variance in the DASS Total composite score. The strengths included 

Hope, Integrity, Love of Learning and Self-Regulation.  
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The regression analysis was run again with just the four predictors (please see Table 8.16), but whilst 

controlling for the effects of age using a hierarchical structure. Age was entered at step one 

explaining 3.4% of the variance in DASS Total (adjusted R2 = .034, SEβ = -.200, p= .052). Step two 

involved a stepwise regression entering Hope, Integrity, Love of Learning and Self-Regulation. Hope 

was selected as the first variable explaining an additional 6.2% of the variance (adjusted R2 = .079, 

SEβ = -.511, p= .004). The second variable selected was Integrity which explained an additional 

13.4% (adjusted R2 = .209, SEβ = .413, p< .001). The third variable selected was Love of Learning 

which explained an additional 7.5% (adjusted R2 = .279, SEβ = .357, p< .001). The final variable 

selected was Self-Regulation which explained an additional 2.6% (adjusted R2 = .299, SEβ = -.226, p< 

.001). The combined model explained 33.1% of the variance in the DASS Total composite score. 

Table 8.16 
Stepwise Regression of VIA-IS Composite Strengths and the Composite DASS Total, whilst controlling 
for age. 

VIA-IS 

(N= 111) 

β0  

(Intercept) 

 β1  

(Slope) 

 SEβ F(110)=  p= R2 R2 

(Adjusted)  

Step 1            

 Age 16.78 *** - 2.93 - 0.20 3.86  .052 .034 .025 

Step 2            

 Age 9.47 * - 0.20* - 2.30 3.86  .052 .034 .025 

 Hope 27.50 *** - 3.32*** - 0.51 5.75  .004 .096 .079 

 Integrity 9.79   3.60***  0.41 10.68 < .001 .230 .209 

 Love of Learning 9.75   2.15**  0.36 11.64 < .001 .305 .279 

 Self-Regulation 9.47  - 1.50* - 0.23 10.40 < .001 .331 .299 

*p < .05  **p < .01 ***p < .001 

 

The largest predictor of the model was Hope which was inversely related to DASS Total (SEβ = -.051). 

Self-Regulation was also inversely related with DASS Total but to a lesser extent (SEβ = -.023). 

Integrity and Love of Learning were positively related to increases in DASS total. 
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8.4.3 Strength Differences between High and Low Psychological Problem Groups 

In the correlational analyses, three Strengths were negatively associated with psychological 

problems on all three assessments (Self-Regulation, Hope, Prudence). To examine differences 

between participants with high levels of psychological problems and those with low levels, two 

groups were formed. Low and high scores were identified on four key variables pertaining to 

psychological difficulties using 33rd and 66th percentile splits (S1 DASS Total & Negative-Affect and S3 

DASS total & Negative-Affect). Those with scores above the 66th percentile on all 4 variables were 

classified as the High psychological-problem group (n= 13). Participants scoring below the 33rd 

percentile on all 4 variables were assigned to the Low psychological-problem group (n= 16). 

A one-way MANOVA was conducted to assess differences between High and Low psychological 

problem groups on three VIA-IS subscales (Self-Regulation, Hope, Prudence) from S1. Assumption 

testing was conducted and no violations were noted. There was a significant difference between the 

two groups on the combined VIA-IS variables, F(3, 24) = 3.28, p <.038; Wilks’ Lambda = .71, ŋp2 = .29 

indicating a large effect size. Group means for the IVs are displayed in Table 8.17. Only Self-

Regulation was significantly higher in the low problems group, with a large effect size. However, due 

to the small number of participants, the power of the test was low; Prudence may have achieved 

significance in a larger sample. 

 
 
Table 8.17 
Means Comparison of Strengths between High and Low Psychological Problems Groups 

VIA-IS 
S1 

Psychological Problems Group            F=    p= ŋp2 
Low 

(n=16) 
High 

(n=12) 
   

Hope 3.71 (0.50) 3.58 (0.60) 0.38  .541 .015 

Self-Regulation 3.54 (0.61) 2.97 (0.68) 7.39  .012 .221 

Prudence 3.22 (0.71) 2.91 (0.43) 2.46  .129 .086 
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8.5 Character-Strengths and SWB 

8.5.1 Correlations between Strengths and SWB 

Assessment 1 (S1 Strengths and S1 SWB) is reported in Table 8.18 showing relationships between 

VIA-IS and SWB variables (SWLS, SHS, Positive-Affect). Of the 90 correlations assessed, 68 were 

significantly and positively associated with SWB. Eleven strengths and two virtues were significantly 

associated with the SWLS. Highest correlations were Hope (r= .425) and Vitality (r= .303). Love, 

Persistence, Self-Regulation, Curiosity, Self-Regulation, Prudence and Citizenship (In order of 

magnitude) achieved associations of r>. 20. Twenty-one strengths and six virtues were significantly 

and positively associated with subjective happiness. Hope (r= .631) and Vitality (r= .537) were 

strongly correlated whilst Curiosity and Self-Regulation both achieved associations of r>. 40. Other 

significant associations ranged between r= .201 (Kindness) and r= .393 (Humour). Twenty-two 

strengths and all six virtues were significantly and positively associated with Positive-Affect. The 

strongest associations were Vitality (r= .622), Curiosity (r= .567) and Persistence (r= .518). Hope, 

Gratitude, Love and Self-Regulation (in order of magnitude) all achieved correlations of r> .40.  

 

Assessment 2 (S3 Strengths and S3 SWB) is reported in Table 8.19. Thirteen strengths and five 

virtues were significantly and positively associated with the SWLS. Strengths correlating most highly 

(>. 30) with the SWLS were Love (r= .408), Hope (r= .367) and Forgiveness (r= .324). Vitality (r= .282) 

was almost moderate in strength. Citizenship, Persistence, Self-Regulation, Perspective, Humour (in 

order of magnitude) achieved positive correlations of r> .20. Twenty-three strengths and all six 

virtues were significantly and positively associated with the SHS and were generally stronger than 

those reported in S1. Highest correlations were Vitality (r= .523), Hope (r= .566), and Self-Regulation 

(r= .520) all achieving strong positive relationships. Persistence, Curiosity, Leadership, Citizenship, 

Perspective and Humour all achieved associations of r>. 40. Twenty-three strengths and all six 
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virtues were significantly and positively associated with Positive-Affect. The strongest correlations 

were: Vitality, Self-Regulation, Hope, Love and Curiosity, all achieving positive correlations of r >.40.  

 

Assessment 3 (Table 8.20) examined whether S1 strengths related to S3 SWB variables. Results were 

similar to those found in Assessments 1 and 2. Thirteen Strengths and four Virtues correlated with 

the SWLS. The highest correlations (moderate strength) were Hope (r= .390), Love (r= .325) and 

Vitality (r= .309). Forgiveness, Curiosity Citizenship and Self-Regulation (in order of magnitude) all 

achieved associations of r> .20. Twenty-three strengths and all six virtues from S1 were significantly 

and positively associated with the SHS. Strongest correlations were Hope (r= .572) and Vitality (r= 

.532). Self-Regulation and Curiosity almost achieved associations of strong magnitude (r= .493 and r= 

.498 respectively). Forgiveness was the only other strength found to have an association greater 

than .40. 22 strengths and six virtues from S1 were significantly and positively associated with S3 

Positive-Affect. The strongest correlations were Curiosity (r= .467) Vitality (r= .438) and Love (r= 

.418). Hope was just under .40 and Persistence, Gratitude, Self-Regulation, Social-Intelligence, 

Forgiveness, Leadership and Perspective (in order of magnitude) all achieved correlation of >.30.   

 

 Prediction P21, that Hope, Vitality, Gratitude, Love, Curiosity would significantly and 

positively relate to the SWLS was almost fully support. Only S3 Gratitude was not significant, but 

approached significance, r= .146, N= 118, p= .057. 

 Prediction P22 that Hope, Humour, Vitality, Curiosity, Love, Gratitude, Bravery, Social-

Intelligence, Perspective and Leadership would be significantly and positively related to the SHS was 

fully supported in all three assessments. 

 Prediction P23 that Hope, Vitality, Gratitude and Love would be significantly and positively 

related to the Positive-Affect was also fully supported by these data. 
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Table 8.18  

Correlations between S1 VIA-IS Variables and S1 SWB (Assessment 1). 

VIA-IS  SWLS  SHS PANAS 

(S1)  (S1)  (S1) (S1) 

N= 121     PA NA 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE  .119  .385***  .471*** - .113 

Creativity - .005  .270**  .265** - .015 

Curiosity   .227**  .481***  .567***  .107 

Open-Mindedness  .094  .250**  .338*** - .160* 

Love of Learning  .001  .232**  .384*** - .079 

Perspective   .196*  .341***  .359*** - .109 

COURAGE  .250**  .425***  .518*** - .160* 

Bravery   .137  .292**  .344*** - .093 

Persistence  .286**  .347***  .518*** - .213** 

Integrity  .034  .137  .096  .033 

Vitality  .303***  .537***  .622*** - .199* 

HUMANITY  .220**  .362***  .380*** - .045 

Love  .299***  .320***  .415*** - .046 

Kindness   .017  .201*  .182*  .074 

Social Intelligence  .203*  .368***  .332*** - .118 

JUSTICE  .115  .347***  .339*** - .023 

Citizenship   .215**   .384***  .299*** - .010 

Fairness  - .014  .226***  .267*** - .022 

Leadership  .129  .339***  .349*** - .029 

TEMPERENCE  .132  .348***  .348*** - .106 

Forgiveness   .055  .285**  .313*** - .046 

Humility - .120 - .014  .082  .089 

Prudence  .215**  .295**  .210* - .147 

Self-Regulation   .224***  .439***  .413*** - .185* 

TRANSCENDENCE  .139  .449***  .450*** - .066 

Appreciation of Beauty  - .058  .134  .279**  .077 

Gratitude  .191*  .355***  .420*** - .024 

Hope  .425***  .631***  .471*** - .321*** 

Humour   .073  .393***  .276**  .058 

Spirituality  .000  .289**  .307*** - .060 

*p < .05, one-tailed. **p < .01, one-tailed.   ***p < .001, one-tailed.   
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Table 8.19 

Correlations between S3 VIA-IS Variables and S3 SWB (Assessment 2). 

VIA-IS  SWLS  SHS PANAS 

(S3)  (S3)  (S3) (S3) 

N= 118     PA NA 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE  .096  .382***  .413***  .004 

Creativity - .084  .245**  .280***  .120 

Curiosity   .193*  .458***  .454*** - .029 

Open-Mindedness  .085  .281**  .321*** - .073 

Love of Learning  .037  .258**  .337***  .009 

Perspective   .213*  .401***  .377*** - .037 

COURAGE  .222**  .494***  .430*** - .008 

Bravery   .070  .328***  .331***  .111 

Persistence  .240**  .479***  .378*** - .066 

Integrity  .172*  .360***  .305*** - .047 

Vitality  .282**  .523***  .454*** - .037 

HUMANITY  .229**  .374***  .442*** - .041 

Love  .408***  .351***  .460*** - .068 

Kindness   .063  .245**  .261** - .029 

Social Intelligence  .111  .345***  .389*** - .008 

JUSTICE  .234**  .431***  .407*** - .084 

Citizenship   .265**  .414***  .359*** - .095 

Fairness   .178*  .330***  .382*** - .069 

Leadership  .211*  .452***  .381*** - .071 

TEMPERENCE  .238**  .403***  .356*** - .216** 

Forgiveness   .324***  .382***  .342*** - .145 

Humility  .005  .055  .073 - .118 

Prudence  .134  .261**  .257** - .187* 

Self-Regulation   .233**  .520***  .409*** - .231** 

TRANSCENDENCE  .161*  .420***  .439*** - .006 

Appreciation of Beauty  - .035  .178*  .301***  .014 

Gratitude  .146  .323***  .392*** - .084 

Hope  .367***  .566***  .479*** - .099 

Humour   .202*  .400***  .272**  .081 

Spirituality  .044  .275**  .330***  .040 

*p < .05, one-tailed. **p < .01, one-tailed.   ***p < .001, one-tailed.   
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Table 8.20 

Correlations between S1 VIA-IS Variables and S3 SWB (Assessment 3). 

VIA-IS  SWLS  SHS PANAS 

(S1)  (S3)  (S3) (S3) 

N= 116  SWLS  SHS PA NA 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE  .110  .389***  .381*** - .019 

Creativity - .029  .289**  .225**  .109 

Curiosity   .288**  .498***  .467*** - .106 

Open-Mindedness  .075  .257**  .285** - .036 

Love of Learning  .025  .208*  .279**  .007 

Perspective   .119  .345***  .307*** - .072 

COURAGE  .201*  .440***  .371*** - .022 

Bravery   .098  .308***  .240**  .049 

Persistence  .186*  .341***  .373*** - .077 

Integrity  .023  .188*  .083  .002 

Vitality  .309***  .532***  .438*** - .038 

HUMANITY  .236***  .364***  .385***  .028 

Love  .325***  .384***  .418*** - .076 

Kindness   .080  .155*  .172*  .129 

Social Intelligence  .161*  .342***  .342***  .037 

JUSTICE  .200*  .358***  .317*** - .048 

Citizenship   .218**  .340***  .268** - .063 

Fairness   .134  .262**  .260** - .046 

Leadership  .197*  .374***  .330*** - .024 

TEMPERENCE  .206*  .408***  .330*** - .248** 

Forgiveness   .290**  .403***  .342*** - .195* 

Humility - .088  .002  .026 - .116 

Prudence  .178*  .321***  .251** - .242** 

Self-Regulation   .216**  .493***  .365*** - .196* 

TRANSCENDENCE  .149  .421***  .355*** - .032 

Appreciation of Beauty  - .047  .178*  .228** - .041 

Gratitude  .164*  .295**  .370*** - .090 

Hope  .390***  .572***  .397*** - .128 

Humour   .174*  .373***  .210*  .149 

Spirituality  .001  .265**  .198* - .006 

*p < .05, one-tailed. **p < .01, one-tailed.   ***p < .001, one-tailed.   
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8.5.2 Partial Correlations for Average Strength/Virtue Composite Scores and SWB 

Twenty-four strengths and six virtue composite scores were calculated (Mean scores for S1 and S3 

VIA-IS variables). To examine their associations with S1 and S3 SWB whilst controlling for age, partial 

correlations (two-tailed) were conducted (Table 8.21 below). Nine composite strengths and two 

composite virtues were significantly and positively associated with the SWLS in S1. The highest were 

Hope (r= .399) and Love (r= .353) whereas Vitality and Persistence achieved partial correlation of > 

.29. Other significant associations were (in order of magnitude) Self-Regulation, Social-Intelligence, 

Curiosity, Perspective and Citizenship. Thirteen strengths and four virtue composite scores were 

significantly and positively associated with the SWLS in S3. Strongest associations were Hope (r= 

.418) and Love (r= .402), whereas Forgiveness and Vitality achieved partial correlations of > .30. 

Other significant associations were (in order of magnitude) Citizenship, Curiosity, Self-Regulation, 

Persistence, Social-Intelligence, Perspective, Leadership, Humour and Gratitude.  

 

Whilst 23 composite strengths were significantly associated with the SHS from S3, 21 composite 

strengths were associated with the S1 SHS. Hope had the strongest associations from S1 (r= .597) 

and S3 (r= .593). The next three highest associated composite strengths were also the same for S1 

and S3 (Vitality, Curiosity, Self-Regulation), but the rank orders were different. The remaining 

associations were comparable. The composite strengths had reasonably comparable associations 

with Positive-Affect variables from S1 and S3. Of all 24 strength composite scores, Vitality had the 

highest partial correlations with Positive-Affect variables from S1 (r= .556) followed by Curiosity (r= 

.526) and Persistence (r= .500), whereas Vitality was third highest in S3 (r= .436), below Love (r= 

.442) and Curiosity (r= .455).  
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Table 8.21 
Partial Correlations between Composite VIA-IS Variables and SWB (S1 and S3)  

VIA-IS PSSQ  PSSQ(2) 

(S1 – S3 Average) (Series 1)  (Series 3) 

N= 108 (Df= 105) SWLS SHS PA  SWLS SHS PA 

WISDOM & KNOWLEDGE .148  .364 *** .434 ***  .133  .393 *** .368 *** 

Creativity .001  .251 ** .245 *  -.053  .288 ** .238 * 

Curiosity .227 * .471 *** .526 ***  .275 ** .501 *** .455 *** 

Open-Mindedness .124  .227 * .292 **  .099  .257 ** .259 ** 

Love of Learning .079  .245 * .392 ***  .059  .207 * .270 ** 

Perspective .225 * .347 *** .377 ***  .219 * .414 *** .334 *** 

COURAGE .257 ** .429 *** .460 ***  .241 * .472 *** .368 *** 

Bravery .160  .283 ** .293 **  .122  .312 ** .247 * 

Persistence .292 ** .417 *** .500 ***  .244 * .439 *** .358 *** 

Integrity .088  .211 * .146   .114  .286 ** .163  

Vitality .296 ** .498 *** .556 ***  .312 ** .527 *** .436 *** 

HUMANITY .241 * .349 *** .364 ***  .268 ** .376 *** .408 *** 

Love .353 *** .331 *** .427 ***  .402 *** .372 *** .442 *** 

Kindness .006  .186  .186   .118  .238 * .228 * 

Social-Intelligence .231 * .361 *** .306 **  .157  .345 *** .364 *** 

JUSTICE .113  .343 *** .318 **  .260 ** .416 *** .345 *** 

Citizenship .196 * .371 *** .306 **  .283 ** .415 *** .313 ** 

Fairness -.005  .228 * .253 **  .207 * .316 ** .303 ** 

Leadership .137  .356 *** .320 **  .234 * .423 *** .335 *** 

TEMPERANCE .094  .320 ** .317 **  .261 ** .429 *** .304 ** 

Forgiveness .079  .268 ** .294 **  .340 *** .404 *** .327 ** 

Humility -.155  .008  .106   -.010  .054  .011  

Prudence .107  .240 * .159   .155  .286 ** .205 * 

Self-Regulation .235 * .438 *** .388 ***  .259 ** .529 *** .345 *** 

TRANSCENDENCE .115  .418 *** .446 ***  .180  .431 *** .374 *** 

Appreciation of Beauty -.029  .131  .319 **  .004  .201 * .255 ** 

Gratitude .169  .332 *** .385 ***  .193 * .323 ** .365 *** 

Hope .399 *** .597 *** .478 ***  .418 *** .593 *** .421 *** 

Humour .108  .394 *** .303 ***  .222 * .410 *** .250 ** 

Spirituality -.066  .280 ** .316 **  .002  .263 ** .240 * 

NOTE: Partial correlations controlled for age 
*p < .05, two-tailed. **p < .01, two-tailed. ***p < .001, two-tailed. 
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8.5.3 Strength Differences between High and Low SWB Groups 

A one-way Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted to assess differences 

between High and Low SWB groups on S1 Hope, Vitality, Gratitude and Love (This SWB group 

operationalisation was used in the ZTPI assessments reported in the previous chapter). The average 

age for the High-SWB group was 20.38 years (SD = 3.07 years) and for the Low-SWB group was 19.24 

years (SD = 2.14 years). Age differences between the two groups were not statistically significant, 

t(26.59)= 1.23, p= .230 (two-tailed) implying a minimal impact on the outcome. Assumption testing 

was conducted prior to MANOVA with no serious violations noted. There was a significant difference 

between SWB groups on the combined four VIA-IS variables, F(4, 26) = 7.045, p= .001; Wilks’ Lambda 

= .48, ŋp2 = .52 indicating a large effect size. Means and SDs are reported in Table 8.22.  

Table 8.22 
Means and (SDs) for four VIA-IS Hope, Vitality, Love, Gratitude between High and Low SWB Groups  

VIA-IS High SWB Group (N= 16)  Low SWB Group (N= 15) 

Series 1 Mean (SD)  Mean (SD) 

Hope 4.13 (.38)  3.24 (.55) 
Vitality 3.74 (.41)  3.13 (.54) 
Love 3.97 (.45)  3.59 (.62) 
Gratitude 4.28 (.30)  3.75 (.57) 

 

When the dependent variables were considered separately, three reached statistical significance 

using Bonferroni adjusted alphas, these were: Hope, F(1, 29) = 27.173, p< .001, ŋp2 = .48, Vitality, 

F(1, 29) = 12.217, p= .002, ŋp2 = .30 and Love, F(1, 29) = 10.198, p= .003, ŋp2 = .26, all indicating large 

effect sizes. Mean Gratitude scores were not significantly different SWB groups. These findings 

largely support Prediction P24 that Hope, Vitality, Gratitude and Love would be significantly higher 

for the High SWB group than the Low group. Hope, Vitality and Love achieved statistical significance. 
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8.6 Discussion 

8.6.1 Character Strengths and Year-1 AG 

Prediction P17 that Persistence, Perspective, Love of Learning, Open-Mindedness, Prudence, Self-

Regulation, Fairness and Hope (S1 and S3) would significantly and positively relate to Year-1 AG was 

not supported for any of the eight variables. P17 was made in light of Lounsbury et al.’s (2009) 

research, which was the only study identified examining these relationships among undergraduates. 

In their study, sixteen strengths were positively associated with GPA among psychology students 

from a US University. These were typically small in magnitude, but all achieved correlations of >.21. 

The highest were Persistence (r= .31), Open-Mindedness (r= .27), Love of Learning (r= .26) and Self-

Regulation (r= .26). Additionally, a stepwise multiple regression identified that a Persistence, Love-

of-Learning, Humour, Fairness and Kindness model, accounted for 17% of the variance in GPA. The 

small correlations identified in the present investigation were insufficient to permit regression 

analyses (Pallant, 2010), indicating that strengths were unable to predict academic performance 

among the current sample. The only significant associations identified among all VIA-IS variables 

were weak negative relationships between Kindness (S1 and S3) and AG, suggesting that students 

with high levels of this strength perform to a lesser academic standard. Whilst strengths have 

typically been associated with positive outcomes, this negative association was comprehensible. 

Maybe these students are focusing too much on helping others at the expense of themselves.  

The Lounsbury et al. (2009) sample (N= 237) was larger than the current sample (N= 112 for S1 and 

N= 108 for S3) and would have provided more power to detect significant correlations. However, 

magnitudes were smaller in the current study for all eight relationships, irrespective of significance. 

The present sample comprised first-year undergraduates, for which Year-1 (in most cases) did not 

contribute to their final degree classification. It was unclear whether this was the case in Lounsbury 

et al.’s study, but such a difference may have impacted the findings. However, this did not appear to 
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affect the TP results reported in Chapter 7. Moreover, the current students were still required to 

pass Year-1 to proceed. Nonetheless, future researchers may want to examine CS and AG among 

students whose grades contribute to their degree classification.  

One possibility for the controversial current findings was the potential of measurement or data 

error.  Whilst the current data were generally normally distributed, kurtosis values for three S3 

strengths (Humility, Spirituality and Social-Intelligence) were problematic. However, no major 

concerns were identified for the variables examined for Prediction P17. All questionnaires in this 

study were completed and scored from their raw data which was collected by the researcher. The 

VIA Institute kindly approved the use of the VIA-IS, but it was required that they collected the data. 

They supplied scores which were already calculated for each participant. Whilst unlikely considering 

their expertise, there is the possibility of data mix-up due to the huge numbers of participants 

completing the VIA-IS on their website. However, had this been the case, correlations between 

certain strengths and the more well observed associations would likely not have been present.  

Lounsbury et al.’s (2009) participants were from a US University, whereas the current sample was 

from an English HEI. Disparities between the findings may have reflected differences between UK 

and US grading systems. However, it seems unlikely this would have such a large effect; particularly 

when considering the standardisation of qualifications in subjects such as Psychology. Another 

possibility was that CS manifested themselves differently among UK and US students. However, 

descriptive statistics have revealed similarities in CS between UK and US residents (Linley et al., 

2007; Park, et al., 2006) which were generally consistent with the current sample. The current 

findings were therefore puzzling, particularly as certain strengths (i.e. those of wisdom and 

knowledge) are conceptually associated with academic performance. Additionally, similar constructs 

have also been linked with academic success, including Developmental-Assets which are related to 

strengths of wisdom (Scales et al., 2000) and Conscientiousness (Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 

2003; 2005; O’Connor & Paunonen, 2006) which is related to Prudence (Seligman & Peterson, 2004). 



 

248 
 

This raises questions as to why comparable associations were not found in the current study? 

However, one key difference between the current study and Lounsbury et al.’s was that the former 

used actual grades and the latter used self-reported estimates. 

Zimbardo & Boyd (1999) acknowledged the potential shortcomings of self-reported GPA. Indeed, for 

multiple reasons (i.e. confidence, optimism, understanding, wanting to impress tutors), students 

may not report accurate reflections of their grades. In the current study, strong associations were 

identified between PSSQ variables and CS, suggesting that strengths were more in line with 

perceptions of success than actual grades. To a certain extent, self-reported GPA reflects a 

perception of success, which may explain the stronger associations identified by Lounsbury et al. 

(2009). However, Park and Peterson (2006) and Weber and Ruch (2011) found relationships 

between GPA and CS among school age children. Nonetheless, it is possible that strengths manifest 

themselves differently in adolescents than adults. Undergraduate education presents multiple new 

challenges in terms of breadth and complexity to those encountered in secondary school education, 

thus, achieving a high GPA may be considerably different endeavour in post-secondary education.  

In summary, the current study indicated that CS were not positively associated with AG, whereas 

kindness was negatively related. Some correlations were nearing significance which may have 

suggested small relationships which the present analysis was not powerful enough to detect. A 

larger number of participants would be recommended to further examine this. As this appeared to 

be the only study assessing CS and actual grades in HE, the findings do not provide encouraging 

contributions to CS Literature. However, it cannot be assumed they accurately reflect the entire 

undergraduate student population and more research is needed. Furthermore, there could have 

been a relationship between CS and grades, for those students who were actively using their 

strengths. There has been a focus on strength-use among recent research within this field (e.g. 

Govindji & Linley, 2007; Wood et al., 2011). From what can be established, research has not 

examined strengths-use alongside undergraduate grades and this would be a welcomed endeavour.  
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8.6.2 Character Strengths and Perceptions of Success 

The PSSQ was devised to measure students’ perceptions of their own success in multiple areas 

associated with the HE experience. This exploratory analysis identified that multiple strengths were 

associated with the PSSQ factors, indicating that strengths had an important role in student’s 

perceptions of their success. Additionally, many of these associations were conceptually 

interpretable. Relationships between CS and PSSQ variables were examined in three separate 

assessments, varying with regards to the time intervals between completions of each questionnaire. 

Generally, the pattern of associations was consistent across all three assessments, but as expected, 

magnitudes typically decreased as the time between completions increased. However, Strengths of 

Humanity and Strengths of Justice tended to be more consistently associated with PSSQ factors, 

irrespective of time between the completions.  

For PSSQ variables measuring academic success, Strengths of Courage (Persistence, Vitality), 

Wisdom (Perspective, Curiosity), Temperance (Self-Regulation) and Transcendence (Hope) tended to 

achieve the strongest positive relationships. These findings were remarkably similar to those 

identified by Lounsbury et al. (2009) for self-reported GPA. Persistence was typically the highest 

associated strength with all PSSQ academic success variables. Described as successfully completing 

endeavours and persevering with discipline (Seligman & Peterson, 2004), persistent individuals find 

fulfilment in finishing objectives and enduring when difficulties arise (ibid). In the Lounsbury et al. 

study, Persistence achieved the strongest positive relationships with self-reported GPA. However, 

whilst related to PSSQ academic factors, Persistence was not significantly associated with grades in 

the current study, even when controlling for prior academic performance. Interestingly, the PSSQ: 

Uni-Work showed moderate/strong correlations with AG in S1 (r= 41) and S3 (r= 48). This suggested 

there may be another component not measured by CS which linked perceived success to actual 

success. Maybe there was an additional aspect associated with seeking high quality performance or 

perfectionism which combined with persistence and other CS to indicate academic success.  
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Of the Wisdom Strengths, Perspective achieved the strongest and most consistent associations with 

the PSSQ academic factors. Perspective is referred to as a superior level of knowledge, judgement 

and capacity to give advice, which is largely independent of intelligence (Peterson & Seligman, 

2004). Additionally, Perspective permits individuals to address philosophical questions about the 

meaning of life (ibid) and was the eighth highest correlating strength with self-reported GPA among 

undergraduates (Lounsbury et al., 2009). Individuals with elevated Perspective would likely 

understand their work and possess the ability to relate their studies to the bigger picture. Having 

perspective allows for numerous interpretations from multiple conceptual levels. For example, 

understanding statistics at a mathematical level could help in psychology research methods 

modules, but viewing psychological studies purely from this perspective could limit conceptual and 

theoretical understanding. Students with perspective would likely have philosophical, ontological, 

psychological and mathematical perspectives for which to understand complex phenomena, which 

may provide a more holistic view and an indication of its place in Knowledge.  

Self-Regulation was strongly associated with the PSSQ academic variables. This strength also had an 

important role in SWB and resilience to psychological adversity in the current research. Self-

Regulation refers to “how an individual exerts control over” their “responses, so as to pursue goals 

and live up to standards” (Seligman & Peterson, 2004, p. 500). This includes control over emotional, 

behavioural, cognitive responses and allows individuals to override their responses to suit specific 

goals or standards. In HE, individuals with this strength may effectively regulate the disabling 

emotion of fear experienced in examinations, be able to divert the sense of overwhelm when 

conducting a literature review or effectively initiate a calm, confident and focused psychological 

state whilst performing an important presentation. In the Lounsbury et al. (2009) study, Self-

Regulation was the third highest associated strength with self-reported GPA. It was concluded that 

students with high levels of Self-Regulation were able to persist more with their work, engage in 

objective analysis and critical thinking, thus resulting in higher grades (ibid). Whilst Self-Regulation 
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was not significantly associated with AG, it nearly achieved statistical significance (r= .146) and may 

have done with a larger sample.  Additionally, Self-regulation was higher in the High Success group 

than it was in the Mid and Low Success groups. Whilst CS did not have such a degree of impact on 

student success as TP variables, Self-Regulation was one of the more consistent variables 

underpinning perceptions of success and academic success. This strength should certainly be 

explored alongside academic success in subsequent research. Maybe further assessing the use of 

this strength would be advantageous to studies of student success.  

Other strengths showing high associations with the PSSQ academic variables were Hope and Vitality. 

Both were also found to be important for SWB and resilience to psychological problems. Hopeful 

individuals are more optimistic and future focused (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and likely better at 

planning. Students with high levels of Hope may also be more optimistic about their levels of 

success. This could be supported by the findings that Hope was not significantly associated with AG. 

However, Hope was one of the more highly associated strengths with GPA in the Lounsbury et al. 

(2009) study. Of the PSSQ factors, Hope tended to be most strongly associated with learning and 

studying. Vitality was the other strength consistently and moderately/highly associated with 

perceptions of academic success. This strength was most highly associated with the PSSQ factor 

assessing passion and enthusiasm about the subject in Assessment 1. Conceptually, this is 

understandable as vitality assesses general enthusiasm, which likely transpires to subject 

enthusiasm. Vitality was also associated with the other academic areas of success which may be also 

explained by the enthusiasm aspect, but may also be interpreted from the energy aspect. Learning 

and studying requires consistent effort (Heffernan, 1997) which necessitates energy and enthusiasm 

to maintain focus. Students with high levels of Vitality are likely to spend longer studying and thus, 

perceive themselves as being more successful in their academic endeavours. 

The four non-academic PSSQ factors (Social, Career, Finances and Health) differed with regard to CS 

relationships. Similarly to PSSQ academic factors, Persistence, Hope and Self-Regulation were the 
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most frequently and highly associated strengths with these variables. The exception was Social 

Success, where Humour and Social-Intelligence were more important. Whilst there were some minor 

differences in the rank-ordering of associations, they were reasonably consistent between 

correlational assessments and there were no stark dissimilarities.   

Financial success measured success with financial management, whilst attempting not to 

discriminate between richer and poorer individuals. As Temperance Strengths guard against 

excesses (Seligman & Peterson, 2004), it was unsurprising that Self-Regulation and Prudence were 

associated with financial success. University provides many temptations for students to spend their 

money, which is often acquired from loans and overdrafts. One in six UK students spend their entire 

terms student loan within their first 28 days at University (Marszal, 2012). Prudent individuals may 

successfully resist such impulses and make present sacrifices for future rewards (Seligman & 

Peterson). Being prudent may result in a better financial situation and a better self perception of 

financial success. However, there are many social pressures at University which can result in 

overspending. Alcohol consumption is often associated with the university social experience 

(Mobach & Macaskill, 2011) and can have an impact on student finances (Bewick, 2008). Individuals 

may spend frivolously whilst under the influence of alcohol (Cooper, 1994), so being able to self 

regulate, by exerting control over behaviours and responses may help students to effectively deal 

with such situations. Additionally, this may explain the association between Social-Intelligence and 

financial success. Socially intelligent students are likely more able to withstand social pressures and 

effectively deal with or divert any negative social consequences resulting from prudent behaviours. 

Financial difficulties are a big concern for students which can result in numerous negative outcomes 

(Andrews & Wilding, 2004) so acquiring and developing strengths of Prudence, Persistence, Social-

Intelligence and Self-Regulation may be powerful tools for effective financial management. 

The strengths most highly associated with Social Success in Assessments 1 and 3 were Humour, 

Social-Intelligence and Curiosity. Whilst these three strengths all come from different virtue 
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categories, they all have interpretable conceptual associations with social success. Among its several 

descriptions, Humour included the ability of making others smile and laugh, whilst adopting a 

composed and upbeat view of adversity (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Possessing this strength has 

obvious social benefits and may attract individuals to the person. As expected, Social-Intelligence 

was highly associated with social success perceptions, achieving coefficients ranging between (r= 

.429 and r= .490). People with this strength have an aptitude for perceiving and understanding 

emotional content within themselves and others, being able to manage their own emotions and use 

social/emotional information to make other people co-operate (ibid). Students with this strength 

may have good social skills and be more able to demonstrate empathy and understanding of others. 

Such students may effectively communicate with a wide variety of individuals and thus, have many 

friends and social connections. Such students may perceive themselves as socially successful.  

The PSSQ Healthy living factor was judged to measure general physical, emotional and psychological 

health management. Self-Regulation had the highest magnitude associations (positive) with this 

factor, achieving coefficients of > .5 in all three assessments. It had obvious conceptual links to 

positive psychological health as individuals with this strength can exert control over their thoughts 

and emotions (Seligman & Peterson, 2004). In addition, Self-Regulation involves possessing greater 

control over behaviours and responses to internal and external stimuli (ibid). Therefore, individuals 

may find it easier to change or resist bad habits which could result in negative health consequences. 

Self-regulation had the highest overall associations with a number of positive health behaviours, 

including healthy eating and physical fitness (Proyer et al., 2013). Whilst few studies have explored 

the impact of strengths on poor psychological health, Gillham et al. (2011) found that adolescents 

who scored higher on a combined Prudence, Self-Regulation, Persistence, Honesty and Judgement at 

the start of 9th grade reported fewer depressive symptoms through 10th Grade. The current study 

identified that Self-regulation at the start of the year may have a positive impact on future health. 

Persistence was also highly associated with healthy living in the current research, indicating that it 
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interacts with healthy behaviours and individuals with this strength may persistently practice such 

behaviours. Hope and Vitality were also highly associated with healthy living in all assessments. The 

Hope association may be explained due to its links to resilience to psychological problems (Huta & 

Hawley, 2009), whilst Vitality is conceptually linked to feeling positive, healthy and energised 

(Seligman & Peterson) and has been associated with health behaviours (Proyer et al.).   

Persistence, Perspective and Hope were positively and most strongly related to Career Success. 

These findings are conceptually interpretable, as Hope represents an optimistic career outlook, 

Persistence reflects perseverance towards career development, whilst Perspective allows individuals 

a multitude of perceptual outlooks concerning potential careers. Additionally, Vitality and Open-

Mindedness were also highly associated with career success.  In previous research, viewing 

employment as a source of reward and fulfilment was predicted by Vitality (Peterson et al., 2009). 

Proyer et al. (2012) explored relationships between CS and vocational interests among adolescents. 

Using a five-factor model, they identified that transcendence strengths which included Vitality and 

Hope were related to artistic and social vocational interests, whereas Leadership strengths which 

included Perspective were related to artistic, social and enterprising career interests.  

This exploratory analysis assessed correlations between strengths and students’ perceptions of their 

success at university. Three correlational assessments occurred with varying time durations between 

questionnaire completions. Whilst the correlational magnitudes generally decreased when the 

length of time increased between completions, the significance and rank order of coefficients 

remained relatively consistent between assessments. Most of the associations identified were 

interpretable from a conceptual perspective and comparable associations have been identified in 

previous research regarding similar concepts to the PSSQ factors. This suggests that CS interacted 

with an individual’s perception of their successes in multiple academic and non academic areas; to a 

considerably greater extent than academic success measured by grades. Therefore, building 
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strengths within students may be particularly important for enhancing their HE experience. 

Additionally, this research provided some conceptual support for the validation of the PSSQ. 

8.7 Character Strengths and Psychological  Problems  

Relationships between CS and psychological problem variables (DASS variables and Negative-Affect) 

were examined in three correlational assessments. Prediction P18, that Hope, Self-Regulation, 

Humour, Prudence, Vitality and Persistence would achieve significant negative associations with 

Depression was partly supported. The directions of all relationships were as predicted. Hope 

achieved significance in all three assessments whilst Self-Regulation achieved significance in two. 

Vitality achieved significance in the first assessment, whilst Prudence achieved it in the third. 

Humour and Persistence were not significantly associated with depression. Prediction P19, that 

Hope, Self-Regulation, Vitality, Gratitude, Leadership and Forgiveness would reveal significant 

negative associations with Anxiety, was marginally supported. The directions of all relationships 

were as expected. Hope was significant in the first and third assessments, whilst Self-Regulation was 

significant in the second and third. Forgiveness achieved significance in the third assessment, whilst 

Vitality, Gratitude and Leadership did not achieve significance in any of the assessments. Prediction 

P33, that Self-Regulation and Curiosity would be significantly and negatively associated with Stress 

was supported for Self-Regulation in all three assessments, but Curiosity was not significantly 

associated in any of the assessments.  

8.7.1 Character Strengths and Depression 

Hope and Self-Regulation were negatively associated with depression. The magnitudes were small to 

moderate, but enough to indicate that these strengths negatively interacted with this variable. 

Adding to a small, but growing body of literature these findings have been reported elsewhere for 

Hope (Huta & Hawley, 2008) and Self-Regulation (Gillham et al., 2011). Huta and Hawley identified a 
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significant negative association between Hope and depression among students (r= -.37). Whilst they 

used a different depression scale (BDI-II), the magnitude was almost identical to that found in S1 of 

the present investigation (r= -.375). However, for S3 variables, the magnitude was considerably 

smaller (r= -.172), even though neither variable increased significantly between S1 and S3. This 

suggested that Hope was more effective at buffering against depression at the beginning of Year 1, 

than at the end. Additionally, Huta and Hawley also assessed Depression/Hope relationship among a 

smaller sample of depressed out-patients. In this instance, depression was not significantly 

associated with Hope but achieved a magnitude of r= -.24. The authors reported that the coefficients 

were not statistically different, but may have achieved significance among a larger sample.  

Hope and Optimism are not new to psychological literature surrounding depression. Seligman and 

Maier (1967) argued that sufferers developed a helpless perception that their actions were 

ineffectual at implementing change to their environment or circumstance, resulting in little hope for 

positively changing their present and future. The Reformed Learned Helplessness (Abramson et al., 

1978) and Hopelessness theories of depression (Abramson et al., 1989) imply that individuals with 

pessimistic attributional styles tend to attribute causes of negative events to global/stable factors, 

whereas those with an optimistic attributional styles attribute them to specific/unstable factors 

which are more likely to change (Ingram, 2009). Therapeutic responses to such habitual mechanisms 

are implemented in cognitive depression therapy, making individuals aware of their habitual 

thoughts and dysfunctional beliefs (ibid). Processes for changing often involve recording negative 

and pessimistic thoughts and challenging them with alternative and more optimistic thoughts (ibid). 

McDermott & Hastings (2000) demonstrated how narrative based interventions, where children 

were exposed to hopeful narratives and books and essays, increased their levels of Hope. Seligman 

et al. (1995) developed a cognitive–behavioural depression prevention programme, which increased 

optimism in children and helped prevent later development of depression. Based on the findings of 
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this research, such hope building procedures could be implemented in HE pastoral care. Strength 

building need not just be seen as a treatment, but also as a life enhancement strategy.   

Self-Regulation achieved significant negative associations with depression in Assessment 2 (r= -.242). 

and Assessment 3 (r= -.184). However, the negative association from Assessment 1 did not quite 

achieve statistical significance (r= -.145). Huta and Hawley (2008) did not assess Self-Regulation 

among their sample and studies assessing this VIA-IS variable alongside depression are sparse. 

Whilst Gillham et al. (2011) found that adolescents scoring highly on the Temperance-Strength 

component at the start of 9th grade (including, Prudence, Self-Regulation, Perseverance, Honesty, 

Judgement) and reported fewer depressive symptoms through 10th Grade, they did not assess 

individual associations for each strength and focused on the composite strength scores.  Self-

Regulation has close links to will-power and more recent research has suggested that will-power and 

self control work like muscles, where regular exercise can develop and increase these components in 

individuals (Baumeister & Tierney, 2011). In a review of literature surrounding self-control, Peterson 

and Seligman (2004) discussed its influence on reducing negative outcomes, including pathological 

symptoms of anxiety, depression and impulse control problems. Having high levels of this strength 

allows individuals to override habitual negative cycles associated with problematic outcomes. 

Muraven, Baumeister and Tice (1999) identified that individuals can develop their self-regulatory 

capacities by practicing daily exercises which leads to improved self control. Baumeister and Tierney 

(2011) provided a detailed review of work surrounding will-power in which they make several 

references to the VIA-IS Self-Regulation. Whilst acknowledging conflicting findings regarding self-

control and depression, they summarised evidence where individuals with good self-control are less 

prone to anxiety, depression, paranoia and a variety of other psychological difficulties. Moreover, 

they provided multiple exercises based on empirical evidence where will-power and self control can 

be increased in individuals practicing them. These tend to include the daily practice of will-power 

related tasks including the practice of using a good posture, writing with the other hand and using 
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to-do-lists. Whilst practicing self-control expends limited energy, not practicing it generally results in 

weakened ineffective will-power. Such procedures could be implemented in an HE setting where 

preventative interventions are becoming increasingly more popular in pastoral care.  

Individuals with high levels of Vitality may express an aliveness and spirit which energises them and 

those around them (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). This dynamic aspect of well-being is almost the 

opposite of certain depression characteristics, including a loss of energy, an observable slowing 

down (Gross & McIlveen, 1996) which can be contagious to those around them (Haeffel & Hall, 

2013). In the Huta and Hawley (2008) study, Vitality achieved the highest negative association with 

depression among the student sample (r= .40). However, in the current study, the association with 

vitality was considerably smaller (r= -.180) and there was no significant relationship in Assessments 2 

and 3. Differences between the magnitudes identified by Huta and Hawley and this study may be 

explained by the different measures of depression. However, Lovibond and Lovibond (1995) 

reported good levels of convergent and discriminate validity between the DASS and the BDI (r= .74). 

In a review of assessments regarding various measures of Vitality, Peterson and Seligman concluded 

that virtually any factor which influences health, influences vitality. It was therefore curious why a 

bigger effect in the current study was not observed. However, the average Vitality score increased 

significantly among participants in S3. Huta and Hawley raised the idea that as positive and negative 

states have different neurological correlates, strengths may be primarily associated with positive 

traits and not negative ones. This may be supported with Vitality as it showed strong significant 

associations with Positive-Affect, but only small negative associations with Negative-Affect. 

In light of findings by Gillham et al. (2011) it was predicted that Prudence would show significant 

negative associations with depression. Individuals with high levels of this strength are skilled at 

resisting negative impulses and behaviours which threaten future goals (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 

In this sense it has similarities to Self-Regulation, so such individuals should have been cautious and 

self restrained enough to avoid situations which may impair their psychological functioning. In the 
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current study, Vitality only achieved significance in the first assessment, whilst Prudence achieved 

significance in the third assessment. This meant that students with high levels of Prudence were not 

likely to report low levels of psychological problems at the same point in time, but prudent students 

at the beginning of Term 1 were more resilient to depression, anxiety and stress at the end of the 

Year. This may reflect the future focus associated with Prudence, while suggesting that it is not 

particularly effective at guarding against present psychological adversity.  

8.7.2 Character Strengths, Anxiety and Stress 

Anxiety and stress are growing problems among student populations (McCrea, 2009). Anxiety 

demonstrated significant increases in S3 of the current investigation. Whilst stress is generally less 

severe, its more extreme instances (PTSD and Acute Stress Disorder) are classified as anxiety 

disorders in the DSM-5 (2013). Hope and Self-Regulation both achieved significant negative 

relationships with Anxiety in two of the three correlational assessments. Forgiveness achieved 

significance in the third assessment, whilst Vitality, Gratitude and Leadership were not significant in 

any assessment. Hope was the only S1 strength demonstrating significant and negative associations 

with Anxiety (r= -.160). Whilst the magnitude was weak, it was relatively consistent among all three 

assessments. Park and Peterson, (2008) identified that Hope was associated with reduced anxiety 

among adolescents and may buffer against worry and apprehension regarding potential outcomes. 

Hope can act as a protective cognitive-set, providing individual’s with the assurance they can achieve 

future goals in the face of anxiety (Michael, 2000).  Without this, individuals may not attempt such 

endeavours and not develop confidence that they will be successful. Therefore, anxiety may impede 

goals and reduce motivation, resulting in less hopeful thinking (ibid). Kashdan et al. (2005) identified 

that hope and optimism were negatively related to social anxiety in Veterans with and without PTSD, 

concluding that social anxiety led to avoidance behaviours which diminished strengths such as hope. 
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Hope achieved moderate negative associations with stress in Assessment 1. Stress can occur when 

situational demands exceed an individual’s resources for coping (Folkman, 2010). Yarcheski et al. 

(2011) found a moderate inverse association between stress and hope in adolescents, concluding 

that hope makes life under stress tolerable and the greater the stress, the more reliance must be 

placed on the hope. Individuals with high levels of hope are likely to be more resilient to stress. 

However, there was no significant association between stress and hope in Assessment 2 of the 

current study, but it neared significance in Assessment 3. This suggested that hope was more 

effective at buffering against stress at the start of term than at the end of the year. However, 

strengths were more effective at buffering against anxiety in S3, where Self-Regulation became 

significantly and negatively associated with it. This could indicate that, like will-power and self 

control (Baumeister & Tierney, 2011), strengths may represent a limited capacity resource at 

buffering against problems and were used more for eliminating anxiety towards the end of the Year. 

Whilst this interpretation may be ambitious considering the small magnitudes of the associations, 

there were differences regarding the different strengths interacting with anxiety and stress. 

Moreover, there were several positive associations with Stress and Anxiety in the second assessment 

which were not evident in the first. Most notably, Strengths of Wisdom (Love of Learning and 

Creativity) achieved significant positive associations with Stress and Anxiety in Assessment 2. As this 

series of questionnaire completions occurred in the weeks prior to the end-of-year examinations, 

participants were probably experiencing pressures regarding final coursework deadlines and exam 

revision. Participants with wisdom strengths were probably those most interested in their studies 

and thus, those most concerned about their performance, which may explain the positive 

associations. It is also possible that if strength use represents a limited resource, those 

demonstrating high levels of wisdom were using their strengths for academic purposes resulting in 

less resilience. This was supported by a subsequent analysis revealing that the High success group 
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had significantly higher levels of stress than the Low success group in S3, but in S1, differences 

between the high and low success group were non-significant. 

The predictions made for Anxiety and Stress were only marginally supported by these data, and 

significant relationships were generally small in magnitude. Hope and Self-Regulation were the most 

consistently associated strengths with anxiety and stress, but certain pattern changes were evident 

across the three assessments. As stresses and pressures can change throughout an academic year, it 

was postulated that the way strengths interact these variables could vary. It was also suggested that 

strengths could represent a limited as opposed to an exhaustive resource. Such suggestions may be 

of interest to researchers assessing strength use among populations. As with depression, Hope and 

Self-Regulation may provide avenues of resilience to anxiety problems and hope and will-power 

building interventions may prove useful to students and those in pastoral care.  

8.7.3 Strengths and General Psychological Health 

The five measures pertaining to psychological ill-health from S1 were all negatively related 

(moderate strength) to S1 Hope. However, when the same measurements were taken in S3, all 

psychological ill-health variables (except for Anxiety) had less than half the magnitude of those for 

S1, and only Depression was significantly associated with Hope. A t-test on the five coefficients from 

each series revealed a significantly higher average coefficient in S1 (M= -.307) than in S3 (M= -.129). 

Moreover, there was no significant increase in Hope scores between S1 and S3, and only anxiety 

which was higher in S3. This provided evidence that Hope was a better barrier at the start of Year 1 

than at the end. Conversely, Self-Regulation was almost the opposite, in that relationships with 

psychological problem variables were notably larger in magnitude for S3. Moreover, Persistence and 

Vitality were both significantly and negatively associated with Depression, Stress and Negative-

Affect in S1, but failed to be significantly associated with any of the five psychological ill-health 

variables in S3. Whilst these anomalies are interesting, interpretations are treated with caution as 
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the sheer number of coefficients assessed increased the chance of inaccuracies from both a 

measurement-error perspective within the sample and an increased chance of falsely accepting or 

rejecting significant associations. However, the following related interpretations are proposed. 

Psychological problems at the start of the year may be more associated with students who have 

started university with a pessimistic outlook of student life. Hope and optimism have been shown to 

impact psychological problems (Huta & Hawley, 2008; Michael, 2000; Folkman, 2010). Difficulties 

with the transition into university life are considered to effect psychological problems among 

students (McCrea, 2009). Hope and optimism may therefore differentiate between those who 

experience difficulties and those who do not, as optimistic students would likely have more 

excitement and ambition towards the prospect of their new life. Correlations of a lesser magnitude 

between Hope from S1 and Psychological Problems from S3 may be explained by increased variation 

over time, but may also suggest that some of the students with low levels of hope continue to 

experience difficulties whilst others adapt. This may imply that students who experience a lack of 

Hope at the start of the year, have less ability to self-regulate at the end of the year. Prudence was 

not generally associated with psychological problems when assessed at the same points in time, but 

S1 Prudence was negatively associated with S3 Psychological problems. Prudence was associated 

with positive psychological health because prudent individuals are better at restricting their 

responses to those which suit a more future focused ideal (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). It is possible 

that developing or using the strength of Prudence at the start of the year can act as a buffer to 

subsequent psychological adversity and may even differentiate between the low-hope students who 

adapted and those who continue to experience problems. 

Towards the end of the academic year there were numerous new stresses which impacted the 

student experience (e.g. coursework deadlines, examinations, financial difficulties). Therefore, 

practical strengths such as Self-Regulation (i.e. being able to manage the emotional content 

associated with stress and pressures) may have more of an impact on resisting psychological 
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problems at this point in the student experience. The role of Hope became less important because 

the novelty of the new university experience had decreased and fears associated with the unknown 

were less prevalent. Additionally, Baumeister and Tierney (2011) reported considerable evidence 

that acts of self-control depleted an individual’s energy levels and therefore have to be restricted. It 

may be the case that using Self-Regulation required the resources that were used to bolster Hope, 

Vitality and Persistence from S1. 

Stepwise regression was used to assess the impact of strength composite scores on the combined 

DASS Total, whilst controlling for age. Four strengths contributed unique variance in 

psychological/emotional difficulties (two were positively associated, two were positively related). 

Despite the curiosity of positive associations between strengths and psychological problems, it is 

interpretable from a conceptual perspective. As the four strengths are considered together, the 

model suggests that individuals with low levels of Hope and Self-Regulation whilst experiencing high 

levels of Love of Learning and Integrity are more likely to experience psychological difficulties. 

Individuals high on Love of Learning are likely to be more focused on the academic aspects of their 

university success. However, a lack of hope and optimism may be more detrimental to such 

individuals, particularly if combined with low levels of Self-Regulation. Therefore, to maintain 

positive psychological health, it may be important to use different strengths at different times 

throughout the first-year at University. This is similar to the ‘golden mean’ concept expressed by 

Linley (2008). Additionally, the relationship between strengths and psychological problems may be a 

dynamic one. Whilst evaluating the interpretations presented above are beyond the scope of this 

Investigation, they propose several avenues for future research. For example, can psychological 

problems associated with diminished Hope at start of the year be alleviated by a) the development 

of Hope and b) the development of strengths such as Prudence? Are there any particular strength 

paths associated with positive psychological health and psychological difficulties? How does 
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strengths-use relate to such difficulties? The practical application of these findings in HE are 

discussed in Section 8.9 of this Chapter. 

8.8 Character Strengths and Subjective Well -Being 

The current study identified several relationships between CS and SWB. Prediction P21, that Hope, 

Vitality, Gratitude, Love and Curiosity would demonstrate significant positive associations with the 

SWLS was almost fully supported, with the exception of Gratitude in Assessment 2 which 

approaching significance. Prediction P22 that Hope, Humour, Vitality, Curiosity, Love, Gratitude, 

Bravery, Social-Intelligence, Perspective and Leadership would significantly and positively relate to 

the SHS was fully supported. Prediction P23 that Hope, Vitality, Gratitude and Love would be 

significantly, positively related to Positive-Affect was also fully supported. An additional partial 

correlation on composite strength variables whilst controlling for age yielded comparable findings. 

Prediction P24, that Hope, Vitality, Gratitude and Love would be significantly higher in the High SWB 

group than in the Low SWB group was supported for Hope, Vitality and love, but not for Gratitude. 

Whilst several strengths were inversely related to psychological problems, an individual’s SWB 

represents more than the absence of such difficulties (Seligman, 2003). Strengths and SWB have 

frequently been examined in previous research, but this investigation expanded on such studies by 

conducting analyses at multiple points in time. Additionally, Seligman (2003) reported that signature 

strengths may not all feel authentic to an individual and some may reflect temporary strengths that 

an individual was using at that point in time. The repeated measures of CS were used to establish a 

more accurate assessment of an individual’s authentic strengths by calculating average scores for 

each strength from S1 and S3. It was anticipated this would provide a more accurate assessment of 

the relationships between authentic strengths and SWB. Finally, research assessing the individual 

strengths and Positive-Affect is relatively sparse and seemed to be confined to either the VIA Youth 
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scale, or to research assessing strengths-use or strength based interventions.  Whilst Huta and 

Hawley (2008) assessed PANAS and VIA-IS variables, they only examined a handful of CS.  

8.8.1 Character Strengths and Life Satisfaction 

Hope, Vitality, Gratitude, Love and Curiosity were correctly predicted as positively relating to the 

SWLS. Several other strengths were also associated with this measure in all three correlational 

assessments (i.e. Perspective, Persistence, Self-Regulation and Citizenship). Generally, a greater 

number of strengths were associated with the SWLS in Assessment 2. Partial-correlations with the 

averaged composite strength scores (whilst controlling for the effects of age) revealed a comparable 

set of relationships, with no striking dissimilarities. SWB has generally been considered a 

multifaceted construct consisting of both cognitive and affective components (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & 

Smith, 1999). The SWLS was designed to measure global judgments of life satisfaction (Diener et al., 

1985). In more recent well-being literature, it has been conceptualised as representing the cognitive 

component of SWB, but tends to also correlate with its affective component (Pavot & Diener, 2008). 

As CS represent positive emotional and cognitive traits, it is perhaps unsurprising that so many 

significant, positive associations emerged from the analysis. 

Numerous investigations have linked certain CS to elevated life satisfaction (e.g. Park, et al., 2004; 

Brdar & Kashdan, 2010; Weber et al., 2013; Peterson et al., 2010). This study generated comparable 

findings to those reported by Park at al., with the exception of Gratitude, which seemed to have less 

of an effect in the current study. However, the relationships between Gratitude and life satisfaction 

differed between the three assessments. Furthermore, differences in Gratitude between the High 

and Low SWB groups (Calculated using both the SHS and SWLS) were not statistically significant, 

suggesting Gratitude may not be overly important in student SWB. Social-Intelligence was 

significantly related to the SWLS in Assessment 1 but not 2. At the start of Year-1, students are 

generally meeting and getting to know new people, whilst the pressures of deadlines and 
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completing work are minimal. Social acts of Social-Intelligence and Gratitude may be particularly 

useful for developing relationships and therefore more rewarding at this point in the University 

experience.  Integrity, Fairness, Leadership, Forgiveness and Humour, were only significantly 

associated in S3. Some of these strengths could also be considered social in nature and may reflect 

maintaining and regulating relationships. Of the Strengths associated with the SWLS in all 

assessments, Hope, Vitality, Love and Self-Regulation tended to have the highest associations. 

Hope was significantly associated with the SWLS on all three assessments at moderate magnitudes 

(the strongest were identified in Assessment 1). This was an interesting finding as Hope also had the 

highest negative association with psychological difficulties in Assessment 1. This suggested that 

Hope at the beginning of the academic year interacted more with variables measuring both positive 

and negative psychological health, than it did at the end of the year. Hope characterises a cognitive, 

emotional and motivational stance towards the future (Seligman & Peterson, 2004), so it is curious 

why it was highly associated with the SWLS, which represents an appraisal of the past and present 

life satisfaction. Park et al. (2004) acknowledged that the Hope/SWLS association was “intriguing” (p. 

612.) and suggested associations with Vitality, Hope, Gratitude and Love be more a new explanation 

for the structure of ultimate life satisfaction, where Vitality represented satisfaction in the present, 

Gratitude represented satisfaction about the past and Hope represented satisfaction about the 

future, whereas Love was reciprocated in close relationships with the present. Whilst the SWLS 

measured satisfaction about the past and up until the present, it could also be associated with a 

perception of a positive future. Vitality was moderately associated with the SWLS, achieving 

coefficients of around r= .30. Whilst generally smaller in magnitude to the partial correlations 

reported by Park et al., Vitality was one of the more consistent and strongly associated variables in 

the current investigation. Described as a positive emotional state of organismic (somatic and 

psychological) wellness, it represents a dynamic aspect of SWB (Seligman & Peterson, 2004). 

Therefore, such associations were not surprising as Vitality represents well-being as experienced in 
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the present (Park et al.) and is characterised by the subjective experience of energy and aliveness 

(Ryan & Fredrick, 1997).  

Peterson et al. (2009) identified that individuals who viewed their work as a calling, tended to have 

high levels of Vitality. They discussed the nature of Vitality as being rooted in good physical health, 

whilst the psychological strength of Hope tends to sustain it. They recommend improving physical 

health and working on improving levels of hope. Brdar and Kashdan (2010) operationalised a four 

factor structure for the VIA-IS and examined relations between the factors and SWB measures. A 

factor they termed Vitality consisted of Hope, Vitality, Curiosity and Humour, suggesting links 

between these strengths. This factor was the highest correlating factor with the SWLS (r= .49). 

People experiencing vitality may be physically and psychologically healthier, and as a result, may 

have a more positive appraisal of their lives. Whether this appraisal is coloured by the positive 

feelings it provides, or whether the positive feelings are a result of life satisfaction present questions 

for further investigation.  

Curiosity showed significant positive associations with life satisfaction in all assessments. It was also 

positively associated with the SHS and Positive-Affect, indicating it interacted with both cognitive 

and emotional components of SWB. Similar findings have been reported elsewhere (e.g. Park et al., 

2004; Ruch et al., 2010) and participants with high levels of Curiosity have demonstrated enhanced 

ability at self-regulating their emotions (Avey et al., 2012). Whilst SWB is conceptually related to 

Hope, Vitality and Love, it is more difficult to fathom why Curiosity (a Strength of Wisdom) achieved 

these relationships. Seligman et al. (2005) suggested that (like vitality) it connects people to their 

present. In the current study, Curiosity was positively associated with Present-Hedonism (r= .335) 

and may share certain characteristics. Its novelty-seeking and openness-to-experience aspects may 

take this strength out of its conventional wisdom category.  
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Novelty seeking reflects a desire to seek out exciting new experiences and openness to experience is 

a willingness to be open minded and try new things (Seligman & Peterson, 2004). It was considered 

that these were likely the factors of Curiosity that relate it to life satisfaction. Additionally, having an 

interest in many areas may initiate a flow-type of approach to learning and studying, which again is 

connected to well-being (Seligman, 2003). However, it is surprising that curiosity had stronger 

associations than Hope and Vitality. Whilst, there is an absence of research examining Curiosity 

interventions, techniques for enhancing curiosity are being developed. Proyer, Ruch and Buschor 

(2013) compared one group who trained in the strengths associated with life satisfaction (Curiosity, 

Gratitude, Optimism, Humour and Vitality) with a group who trained strengths not associated with 

the SWLS. The group trained in SWLS associated strengths showed significant increases in life 

satisfaction. Such techniques would be welcomed in University environments and may offer 

students a boost in SWB and success whilst providing resilience to adversity. 

8.8.9 Strengths, Subjective Happiness and Positive-Affect 

Positive-Affect represents an emotional component of SWB, whilst subjective happiness has both 

affective and psychological components (Baumgardner & Crothers, 2010). The SHS had numerous 

positive associations with CS in the current investigation. Predictions that ten strengths would 

positively relate to this scale were evident in all assessments, suggesting consistence with previous 

research. Hope and Vitality achieved the strongest positive associations (all >.50), whilst Kindness, 

Humility, Appreciation of Beauty and Integrity were the only CS not significantly associated. Ruch et 

al. (2010) reported comparable relationships among German speaking adults (N= 1674). Twenty-one 

CS achieved significant positive associations with the SHS, ranging from r= .12 (Appreciation of 

Beauty) to r= .57 (Hope). In similarity to the current study Hope, Vitality, Curiosity, Love and Self-

Regulation were among the highest related strengths. Many of these also had an impact on the 

cognitive well-being, indicating they were important component of global SWB. Again, Hope and 
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Vitality appeared to be important constructs for happiness. This adds further support for the 

potential of these strengths in enhancing the HE experience. An examination of Hope and Vitality 

interventions should be considered as a further avenue of investigation, particularly regarding their 

use by students. 

The PANAS Positive-Affect subscale has not been explored so prolifically in relation to CS, but the has 

been more commonly been used to assess the effects of strength based interventions. Prediction 

P23 that Hope, Vitality, Gratitude and Love would show significant positive correlations with 

Positive-Affect was based on previous findings (i.e. Huta & Hawley, 2008; Weber et al., 2013) and 

was fully supported by these data. Additionally, many other significant correlations were identified 

and only two strengths (Integrity, Humility) were not significantly associated with Positive-Affect in 

all three assessments. Curiosity, Vitality, Hope, and Love tended to be the most consistently and 

highly related strengths to Positive-Affect. This was also evident among the partial correlational 

assessments where the average strength scores were assessed in association with the PANAS, whilst 

controlling for the effects of age. Persistence had higher magnitude associations at the beginning of 

the year, whereas Self-Regulation had higher associations towards the end of the year. Again, Hope 

and Vitality were key components of SWB. However, whilst the PANAS is considered a measure of 

affective well-being (Seligman, 2003) and independent of cognitive SWB (I.e. SWLS), it does rely on a 

cognitive interpretation of an individual’s affective state.  

 

Whilst many strengths of character were positively associated with Positive-Affect, only a few were 

inversely associated with Negative-Affect. These tended to be temperance strengths and in S1; 

strengths of courage. According to Crawford and Henry (2004) one of the most controversial aspects 

of the PANAS regards the independence of its subscales. Whilst Positive and Negative-Affect tend 

not to correlate highly enough to suggest they measure the same thing (Watson et al., 1988), some 

argue that such findings are a result of measurement error and both subscales actually represent 
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two extremes of one dimension (e.g. Green, Goldman & Salovey, 1993). Others suggest separate 

neural mechanisms operate for positive and negative emotional states (Huta & Hawley, 2008). The 

current analysis supports the idea of independence between the PANAS subscales.  Furthermore, it 

suggests that the possession of certain CS are more related to positive emotional states than their 

absence relates to negative ones.  

8.9 Implications of the Current Findings 

In general, the current CS findings were not as interesting as had been anticipated. Despite 

theoretical, conceptual and empirical links (i.e. Lounsbury et al., 2009) to academic success, no CS 

revealed significant positive relationships with AG and furthermore, certain strengths were 

negatively associated with this variable. Relationships were as expected regarding the PSSQ, which 

implied that CS interacted more with perceptions of success than actual success. Future researchers 

wishing to examine CS and academic success are urged to examine actual grades, as self-reported 

estimates may be more in line with success perceptions. Additionally, CS did not have such a 

dramatic and consistent impact on resilience to psychological problems as was expected. Whilst 

Hope, Self-Regulation and Vitality appeared important, the variation of the relationships over time 

raised the possibility that strengths may interact differently with psychological problems depending 

on situational circumstances. There were certain patterns of relationships which differed in the 

three assessments indicating that a dynamic environmental influence may collectively affect 

students. Future research examining CS and psychological problems in HE may yield more interesting 

findings if strengths-use was also examined. Finally, many CS (as expected) positively interacted with 

student SWB. Hope and Vitality tended to be the most highly associated with student well-being and 

were considered important variables in this area. 

Since the advent of PP, several positive interventions designed to increase happiness have been 

implemented and tested among various samples of individuals (Seligman et al., 2005). Among these 
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have been a series of CS based interventions which have aimed to promote strengths and have been 

shown to increase happiness and significantly reduce symptoms of psychological problems (e.g. 

Cheavens et al., 2006; Gillham, 2000). Whilst CS were not generally as negatively associated with 

psychological problems as expected, a small number of strengths did seem to buffer students 

against adversity. However, several strengths were also positively associated with psychological 

difficulties. Combined with their associations with perceptions of success and SWB, strength based 

interventions may have an important role in HE. Whilst there are multiple therapeutic avenues for 

individuals suffering with depression, developing the strength of Hope may provide a degree of 

resilience to psychological adversity among students. Cheavens at al. empirically evaluated a hope 

based group therapy (brief hope intervention) which emphasised building goal and pursuit skills. 

Statistically significant improvements in hope, life meaning, self-esteem as depression and anxiety 

were evident among participants involved in the therapy indicating the intervention can increase 

positive psychological components, whilst reducing symptoms of psychopathology. Such 

interventions may be particularly relevant to HE in the UK. These are discussed in Chapter 10, when 

considering the practical aspects of this research project. 

8.10 Next Chapter 

This chapter reported a series of analyses investigating the effects of CS on student success, SWB 

and psychological problems. The next chapter documents a follow up interview study with a small 

number of the participants from this investigation. As there is minimal research concerning the 

subjective experience of CS, it was considered pertinent to explore how the students experienced 

strengths on a day-to-day basis in HE. The investigation aimed to provide a qualitative insight into 

the student experience of success, well-being and psychological difficulties in association with TP 

and CS. It was anticipated that this study may provide some greater insight into some of the 

concepts and issues raised throughout Investigation 2.  
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Chapter 9 

INVESTIGATION 3 

Time-Perspective and Character-Strengths in HE: An Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis of Student Experiences 

 

9.1 Introduction 

Qualitative approaches have been valuable for studying the student experience; a key component of 

this research. For example, the current researcher (Griffin & Pollak, 2009) used thematic techniques 

to explore the student experience of learning difficulties in HE. Some students formed a 'difference' 

view, where they considered their learning difficulties to be part of normal diversity, integrating 

both strengths and weaknesses. Others held a 'medical-deficit' view where learning difficulties were 

perceived as a disadvantageous medical condition. The difference view was associated with 

expressions of greater career ambition and academic self-esteem. These themes resulted in 

recommendations for those in learning support to encourage the former within their students. 

Qualitative inquiry can therefore ascertain insightful information not available from quantitative 

analysis and the two methods can be used to complement each other (Teddie & Tashakkori, 2009).  

Hayes et al. (2004) used mixed-methods to study anxiety among medical students at a stressful point 

in their programme. High levels of anxiety were measured among these participants, but qualitative 

data analysis allowed researchers to observe and categorise student explanations for the causes of 

their anxiety. Andrews, Hejdenberg and Wilding (2006) reported limitations of using questionnaire 

based assessments in determining student anxiety when compared to DSM-IV clinical interviews for 

anxiety. Weiner (1996) used grounded theory to explore the perceived role of family members, in 
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supporting post-secondary students with chronic depression. Whilst family members were 

considered instrumental in practical support, students felt subjectively alone and viewed themselves 

as outsiders. They described assignments, examinations and class participation as particularly 

stressful events. Additionally, time related themes were identified where students recounted 

difficulties with time management and future planning. One participant appeared to demonstrate a 

Past-Negative bias, describing a tendency of continually looking back at frequent unsuccessful 

attempts at doing things. Past-Negative individuals have been described as focusing on what went 

wrong in their life (Zimbardo et al., 2012). The present study identified that Past-Negative interacted 

with depression, but interviews could assess how this interaction was experienced by students.  

To date, only a small number of TP and CS qualitative investigations have supplemented the more 

prolific quantitative research in these areas. Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) conducted a series of 

interviews during their validation of the ZTPI to identify typical behaviours associated with the five 

ZTPI orientations. These interviews helped validate theoretical behaviours associated with biases 

towards the orientations. Sircova, Wilberg, Wilberg and Carelli (2010) used interviews to identify the 

characteristics associated with BTP. Participants with this TP had good planning skills and applied a 

time structured approach to life. They were also very present in the moment and were widely 

involved in numerous activities. Boniwell and Zimbardo (2004) suggested interview techniques could 

provide useful insight into TP and in particular BTP. The present study explored the student 

experiences of BTP in relation to depression, anxiety, SWB and student success. Comparing and 

contrasting the HE experiences of BTP and Non-BTP participants, it was anticipated to provide 

valuable insights into this relatively new avenue of psychological inquiry.  

Elston and Boniwell (2011) conducted a grounded theory study investigating strengths-based 

coaching interventions. Using semi-structured interviews, they explored the experiences of six 

female financial services workers, of being coached in strengths-use interventions. The positive 

values of strengths were identified as a central theme, comprising a set of subthemes including 
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positive emotions, inspiring action, feeling authentic and a sense of achievement. All participants 

experienced some form of a “virtuous circle” where strengths-use facilitated resilience to obstacles 

which had previously impeded the use of their strengths. The value of such research helped to 

establish new and richer understandings which could not be assessed with the VIA-IS alone. Some of 

the CS findings from Investigation 2 were inconsistent, suggesting that strengths had a dynamic 

interaction with the student experience. It was considered fruitful to inquire about participants 

experiences of strengths and strengths-use throughout their first-year at University. 

A number of conceptual curiosities arose from the findings of Investigation 2 which were examined 

in this study. For example, theoretical conceptualisations of BTP have posited that individuals with 

this TP should have the flexibility to switch orientations in response to situational demands 

(Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004). Attempts to measure BTP with the ZTPI 

appeared to measure how close individuals were to a specific set of orientation measurements (e.g. 

Stolarski et al., 2011). Whilst these profiles demonstrate optimal scores on certain questionnaires, it 

remains unclear whether individuals with these ratios of profiles would describe TP flexibility. It was 

hoped BTP participants may recount experiences that could shed some light on this. In addition it 

was considered fruitful to explore whether and how BTP participants experienced resilience to 

psychological distress when times were stressful and difficult.  

It was anticipated that Investigation 3 would supplement findings from Investigation 2. Using 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), the experiences of success, SWB and psychological 

ill-health among a small number of participants from Investigation 2 were explored, focusing on the 

perceived impact of TP and CS on these areas. The study served to highlight themes, narratives and 

discourses used by students to make sense of their experiences. IPA is specifically developed to 

explore and understand experiential phenomena and is particularly suited to the research questions: 
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1. How do students with various questionnaire profiles experience success, well-being and 

psychological health at University? 

2. What are the relationships between TP/CS and these areas? 

In addition, the commonalities and differences between student experiences in relation to their 

profiles were examined. Students with high/low BTP and various top strengths were interviewed. 

9.2 Method 

9.2.1 Theoretical Background 

 IPA (Smith, Jarmin & Osbourne, 1999) is a relatively new psychological approach to qualitative 

enquiry, widely used in the fields of health, clinical, and social psychology (Rassool & Nel, 2012). IPA 

focuses on understanding the subjective experiences and social cognitions of participants from a 

phenomenological and ideographic perspective (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). Phenomenology 

(Husserl, 1859-1932) is philosophical ontology and approach to the study of consciousness from a 

first-person (subjective) perspective as opposed to an objectivist approach, for which it presents 

certain problems (Heil, 2004). In other words, it is the study of how things appear to the 

consciousness (Robinson & Groves, 1999). IPA assumes that through interpretative methodology, it 

is possible to understand an individual’s subjective (phenomenological) experience (Biggerstaff & 

Thompson). IPA explores how participants make sense of their experiences, by attempting to 

identify the meanings they ascribe to particular events and personal states (Smith & Osborn, 2007).  

To understand the experiences of students, qualitative research interviews were used. Focus groups 

yield rich qualitative data and were considered as potential alternative. However, they were 

considered more appropriate for generating discussion among participants as opposed to 

ascertaining accounts of personal experiences. Structured interviews were considered too rigid to 
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allow participants to recount aspects of their experiences which were important to them.  It was 

therefore decided to use semi-structured interviews, allowing for the flexibility and expansion of 

both questions and responses, whilst keeping respondents focused on the topics to be covered. 

Additionally, this type of interview is considered the best approach for IPA (Smith & Osborn, 2007). 

Whilst participants completed the ZTPI and the VIA-IS, it was not assumed that they were aware of 

these psychological theories or indeed aware of their experiences of these subjective phenomena. 

Therefore, careful consideration was given to introduce these concepts at a very basic level which 

required no knowledge of background theory.  

9.2.2 Participants 

Eleven participants from the Investigation 2 sample (N= 146) were contacted via email and asked to 

partake in the study. Six participants (2 male, 4 female) with interesting questionnaire profiles 

agreed to be interviewed. Participants characteristic are presented in Table 9.1 and Table 9.2 below. 

Two participants demonstrated high levels of success, but one had a high BTP score whereas the 

other had low-to-moderate BTP. One participant reported extremely-severe levels of depression and 

anxiety, whilst two participants reported moderate depression, and extremely severe anxiety in S1, 

but improved in S3 alongside increased BTP. Participants had varying SWB and signature strengths.  

Table 9.1 
Participant Characteristics, Demographics, Depression and Anxiety 

 Year of Age Sex Year-1 Depression Anxiety 

 Interview   AG       S1       S2       S1       S2 

Lyn 2 22 F 2:1 4 (Norm) 6 (Norm) 8 (Mild) 6 (Norm) 

Gaz 3 18 M 2:2 32 (Ex-Sev) 36 (Ex-Sev) 2 (Norm) 32 (Ex-Sev) 

Jen 3 23 F First 0 (Norm) 0 (Norm) 6 (Norm) 0 (Norm) 

Lisa 2 19 F 2:2 14 (Mod) 6 (Norm) 20 (Ex-Sev) 4 (Norm) 

Neo 3 N/A M 2:1 0 (Norm) 2 (Norm) 4 (Norm) 4 (Norm) 

Kate 3 18 F First 14 (Mod) 2 (Norm) 4 (Ex-Sev) 4 (Norm) 

KEY:  
 

DASS Depression and Anxiety scores ranged from 0 - 42 
Norm = Normal, Mild = Mild, Mod = Moderate, Sev = Severe, Ex-Sev = Extremely Severe  
Categorical Labels applied to different values for anxiety and depression (See Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995).  
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Table 9.2 
Participant Characteristics, Life Satisfaction, BTP and CS 

 Life Satisfaction Balanced-Time-Perspective Character-Strengths 

 Series 1 

Score/rank 

Series 3 

Score/rank 

Series 1 

Score/rank 

Series 3 

Score/rank 

(Composite Scores) 

Top 3 Strengths 

Lyn 5.6/4 6.2/5 3.9/5 4.4/5 1) Hope 

     2) Humour/Social-Intelligence 

     3) Persistence/Perspective 

Gaz 2.8/1 2.0/1 2.7/1 2.8/1 1) Love of Learning 

     2) Open-mindedness 

     3) Humour 

Jen 6.6/5 6.2/5 4.6/5 4.0/5 1) Spirituality 

     2) Curiosity 

     3) Love 

lisa 2.2/1 1.8/1 3.0/2 2.7/1 1) Spirituality 

     2) Integrity 

     3) Humility/Fairness/Citizenship 

Neo 3.8/2 5.2/4 4.0/5 4.2/5 1) Leadership 

     2) Self-Regulation 

     3) Bravery 

Kate 2.2/1 4.0/2 2.6/1 3.3/3 1) Fairness 

     2) Spirituality 

     3) Humility 

KEY: SWLS scores range from 1 – 7, BTP scores range from 1 – 5 [BTP(a) calculation was used] 

Numbers after forward slash (/) represent 20
th

 percentile splits (5 = highest 20 %, 1 = lowest 20%) 

9.2.3 Materials 

The Investigation 2 dataset was used for selection procedures. A digital voice recorder captured the 

interview content which was transferred to a secure PC for analysis. Audio and transcribed data 

were analysed using NVIVO 10 (Richards & Richards, 2007). MS Word was used to create documents 

(i.e. transcriptions, tables and data analysis notes). The audio editing software Sony Sound-Forge 9 

was used to apply compression and equalisation to improve the sound quality of audio recordings. 

All participants were rewarded with a box of chocolates, but were not made aware of this prior to 

the interview. The interviewer used a clipboard, paper and pen to take notes during the interviews. 
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Instructional documents included a participant information sheet, a consent form and debriefing 

sheet (see Appendix T). 

9.2.4 Interviews and Procedure 

Ethical approval was applied for and granted by The Faculty Research Ethics Committee. Participants 

were not required to use their name or any other identifiable information on any correspondence to 

protect their anonymity. They were given unique pseudonyms which were assigned to their data. All 

interviewees were assured their participation was voluntary were given the option to withdraw at 

any point during the interview process and up until four weeks after data collection was completed. 

Any data would be destroyed and participants could witness this process should they wish to. All 

participants received written information (see Appendix T) and verbal information about the nature 

of the project, and were made fully aware of how the data would be used. A consent form was 

completed by all participants prior to the interview and they received both a hard copy and 

electronic copy of this form (see Appendix T). All transcribed data and audio files were stored on a 

password protected computer accessible to only the researcher.  

The skills and techniques of the interviewer can play an important role in data collection which can 

impact the quality of the data collected (Robson, 1993). All attempts were made to remain 

interested in hearing the interviewee’s stories, but it was also important to be able to control the 

direction of the interview. Smith and Osborn (2007) recommended as little prompting from the 

interviewer as possible, but enough to be able to steer the participants back on topic if the interview 

digresses. The researcher has had previous experience in conducting semi-structured interviews and 

was accustomed to the procedures (see Griffin & Pollak, 2009). It was also considered important to 

make the participant feel as relaxed and comfortable as possible. This was attempted by an informal 

chat at the onset and enquiring whether they were happy with the way the seating was arranged. All 
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efforts were made by the researcher to remain neutral throughout the interview and not to display 

any prejudices, biases or assumptions. 

The interview schedules consisted of a series of open-ended questions and prompts, aimed at 

encouraging the interviewee to talk about a broad range of their experiences as students (see 

Appendix U for the standard interview schedule). However, the schedules were adjusted with 

respect to the participant characteristics revealed in Investigation 2. Individual participants 

demonstrated different characteristics and several points of interest for each participant were 

added to the standard interview schedule. In some instances questions were omitted from the 

standard list. Smith and Osborn (2007) recommend a funnelling approach for asking questions about 

particular areas of interest. This involved starting with broader questions which led into more 

specific and focused. For example: 

 To what extent was your first year a success?  

 What areas do you think you were successful in? 

 How did you achieve success in these areas?  

 Do you feel that your TP/CS impacted your success? – How? 

Careful consideration was given to allow interviewees the freedom to discuss areas they felt were 

important; in some instances this involved a re-ordering the question presentation. As participants 

had different levels of understanding regarding their knowledge about TP and CS, care was given 

when introducing these topics into the interviews. Firstly they were introduced very broadly by 

asking participants whether they remembered completing the questionnaires. Technical terms were 

generally omitted, and strengths were spoken of generally, whilst TP orientations were generally 

spoken of in terms of past, present and future.  
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9.2.5 Analytic Strategy 

An ideographic case study approach (Smith et al., 1999) was utilised. Two minor adaptations were 

made in response to modern data analysis techniques, whilst maintaining the procedures and spirit 

of IPA. Smith and Osborn (2007) stated that IPA was not a prescriptive methodology and could be 

adapted by researchers to suit their way of working. The two main adaptations included the use of 

the qualitative software package NVIVO 10 (Richards & Richards, 2007) as opposed to the more 

traditional pen and paper approaches and a greater focus on audio analysis which is made possible 

by such programmes. The use of computers in qualitative analysis is contentious (St John & Johnson, 

2000), but the evolution of qualitative software has attracted increasing numbers of researchers to 

embrace such techniques, arguing that computers can enhance productivity and improve rigour in 

qualitative enquiry (Baseley, 2007).  

Wainwright and Russell (2010) discussed the advantages and disadvantages of directly analysing the 

audio over conventional transcripts. This approach involves working directly with the audio 

(represented as a wave form) and applying labels and codes to wave data. Transcripts are essentially 

a verbatim write-up (symbolic representations) of an audio recording, for which, certain aspects of 

the raw data can be overlooked or lost; directly analysing audio can reduce this problem. However, 

the main weakness of audio analysis is not having a transcript to refer to for quick evaluations. 

Biggerstaff and Thompson, (2008) suggest audio recordings can be used in conjunction with 

transcripts when conducting IPA. Therefore, audio analysis was conducted and relevant segments 

were transcribed and adjoined to the audio timeline. Transcription was performed at a semantic 

level (Smith & Osborn, 2007) focusing more on content than on the way participants communicated. 

Smith et al. (1999) recommend a two-stage interpretation process where left and right hand margins 

were used. They advise firstly making annotations in the left hand margin. For the current analysis, 

each interview was analysed sequentially and annotations were attached to the audio time line 
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using NVIVO’s annotations option. The relevant material was transcribed and adjoined to the audio 

time-line. Initial annotations included summarising, paraphrasing, associations and preliminary 

interpretations (Smith & Osborn, 2007). After this was completed for the first interview, the process 

of identifying themes was initiated.  Smith and Osborn recommended using the right hand margin to 

document emerging themes, where annotations are made into concise phrases, capturing the 

essential quality of the information. This process was conducted using the nodes option in NVIVO. 

Following this, connections between the emergent themes were made. At this point they were taken 

out of chronological sequence and linked from a more abstract theoretical perspective (Smith & 

Osborn). NVIVO provides numerous options for connecting emergent themes. The two main 

processes used were the ‘relationship’ and ‘tree-node’ options which allowed for the linking and 

connecting of nodes, with the addition of any annotations concerning relationships. Finally, tables of 

themes and clusters were produced with examples and identifiers using NVIVO and MS Word. 

The above processes were completed for all interviews and the node structures (emergent themes) 

from the first interview were used in the subsequent ones, but in many instances were expanded or 

further developed, ensuring they remained consistent with the data. When different topics were 

explored (i.e. the three students with psychological health issues were explored last), a new set of 

themes were generally constructed, although, in some instances these themes became evolved 

versions of previous themes. In this experience NVIVO acted as an advanced filing and coding 

system. Convergences and divergences in the data were explored by comparing individual tables and 

models. The differences and similarities between participants were also examined.  

9.3 Analysis  

The current analysis revealed multiple themes, narratives and discourses used by students to 

communicate their experiences. Each participant contributed a unique story and raised many 
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interesting views in their accounts. Participants talked about strengths, weaknesses, perceptions and 

beliefs in relation to success and well-being. Focusing specifically on the research questions, five 

super-ordinate themes were identified in these data. The first: ‘A balancing act’ reflected the work 

(Future)/life (Present) balance that several interviewees felt was integral to their success and well-

being whilst at university. The second: ‘Living with negative past experiences’ encapsulated the 

various approaches students had for dealing with past negative experiences. The third: ‘Success 

leaves clues’ reflected the strategies and approaches students attributed to their success. The fourth 

theme: ‘The importance of positive future goals’ reflected the varying levels of future focus 

experienced by participants. The final theme: ‘Using my Strengths’ referred to the positive 

experiences reported when participants described using their strengths.  

9.3.1 A Balancing Act  

Four of the six participants (Lyn, Neo, Jen, Kate) were generally pleased with their success and 

academic achievement throughout their first year. Three of whom described experiences pertaining 

to a good work/life balance as being important to their success. This was particularly prevalent 

among the two participants with high levels of BTP (Lyn, Jen), who thought a good work/life balance 

resulted in well-being and success. Students describing this balance were explicitly aware of the 

present (social) and future (work) pulls, and talked of knowing themselves and the potential traps. 

Lyn: Like I say it’s just balancing err... balancing fun, balancing work, balancing time, realising 

what’s gotta be due in. 

Jen discussed work strategies that embraced this balance in terms of setting up work groups with 

friends, so socialising and working could be achieved at the same time. She reported this as a 

particularly effective experience in terms of success and well-being. 
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Jen: I guess I’ve got so many things on my plate, I can get quite busy, but I have got a good 

social life as well [...] We used to work, having like work parties almost, so we used to bring 

out laptops and work together. I think that helped me as well, err, to get a, to get a good 

balance of being able to socialise and doing work as well.  

Lyn described using social experiences as reward for studying or completing coursework. Having a 

strict series of work/study related goals, she had disciplined herself to work first and play later. This 

was a key strategy for her first-year success and was spoken of favourably; as something that 

contributed to her happiness and lack of stress. 

Lyn: I was happy, cause I was, I was going out and doing partying, but at the same time, that 

was like, that was my reward for doing my work. 

Maintaining a work/social balance seemed to require an awareness of traps and a good self 

understanding. Lyn appeared to describe using the strengths of Prudence and Self-Regulation. 

Interviewer: You said you have an active social life, how does that fit in with your uni work? 

Lyn: It’s balance.. It sounds stupid, but I know myself if that makes sense, I know that if I do 

this, it’s like what I said, going back to what I said before about going out and the next day, 

cause I’ve been drunk, I need to recover, so I know if I do that, the next day I’m not going to 

do anything. So if I’ve got things to do, I won’t go out, or I might go out and not drink. 

Neo also described aspects of work/life balance as being an important aspect of success. He (and 

others) suggested that less successful and unhappy students may get this balance wrong and focus 

too much on their social lives and experience overwhelming stress when trying to complete 

deadlines. Gaz described themes of isolation in his first year because he was not in halls of 

residence. He found himself doing his work, but missing out on the social aspects, which caused him 
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regret and unhappiness. BTP calculations award similar levels of Future and Present-Hedonism (i.e. 

Stolarski et al, 2011), where moderately high and moderate scores (respectively) are optimal. It is 

conceptually interesting that the students with the highest BTPs brought up this concept of balance 

on several occasions. This may indicate that these participants had an ability to flexibly switch 

between these Future and Present-Hedonism with respect to situational demands. 

9.3.2 Living with Negative Past Experiences 

The questionnaire profiles indicated that the two participants with high levels of BTP (Jen and Lyn) 

did not experience psychological difficulties throughout their first year at University. However, when 

asked about the absence of anxiety, and depression, they both reported times of feeling stressed 

and emotionally down. This analysis revealed a difference in how these participants interpreted their 

negative past experiences when compared to Gaz, who reported low BTP and high Past-Negative, 

anxiety and depression in Year-1. Jen and Lyn talked about prior negative experiences in a positive 

way, almost akin to post-traumatic growth. They talked about learning and getting stronger from 

such experiences as if they had passed a challenging life test. Reflecting on an illness, Jen said the 

following. 

Jen: I don’t think of it in a, oh my gosh, I was so ill, I missed out on so many things. I think 

that it helped me become so much stronger because I had to push through it and now I am 

so thankful, it has helped me be a lot more grateful in my life. 

This theme was revisited several times by Jen who reflected on a variety of negative past 

experiences in a positive way, including general mistakes, experiences of illness and stress. Whilst 

she described certain events as negative, she nearly always subsequently described a positive 

outcome or experience associated with it. 
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Jen: Although there’s [laugh] been hundreds of mistakes I’ve made, I do try and learn from 

them so I don’t make them again, erm, or even like being ill and things, it has helped me to... 

to decide what I want out of life, what’s important as well. 

The other participant (Lyn) expressed a similar set of views regarding negative past experiences. This 

was a particularly strong theme for both of the participants with a high BTP. When asked about 

negative experiences in her first year Lyn stated: 

Lyn: Even though I’ve experienced.. some negative things in the past, I think that’s why I’m 

positive about them past things, because it’s not all bad and I’ve learned from them. I think 

that’s why it’s positive cause I’ve learned from.. what I’ve seen and what I’ve experienced, 

so to me, that’s made me who I am and to me, that’s why its help me for my future 

expectations. 

In contrast, Gaz reported high levels of anxiety and depression in his first year, low levels of SWB and 

low levels of BTP. His TP profile was high Past-Negative, moderate Present-Fatalist, Past-Positive and 

Present-Hedonism and moderately low Future. Additionally, all strength scores were generally lower 

than the other participants who were interviewed. He acknowledged things had improved in his 

second and third year and he felt less isolated. He reported to have a clearer future outlook, but still 

spoke of current negative experiences or ‘hiccups’. However, there was a notable Past-Negative bias 

when describing his experiences, particularly when describing his first-year. Even the positive 

experience of ‘getting to grips’ with his work was described as an absence of something negative, as 

opposed to something positive.  

Gaz: Towards the end of my first year erm, I found myself g... thinking I’m getting okay with 

this, I’m not so worried about the course, thinking I can’t do it. 

When asked about his success in the first year, he suggested he was moderately successful. 
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Gaz: It was a good achievement for me to be thrown into something new and not just er.. 

fail completely. 

When asked what aspects of student life he particularly enjoyed, he described a negative experience 

of being isolated and feeling different to the other students. He appeared to realise he had gone off 

track and described his enjoyment of meeting new people. There were a lot of erm’s and pauses, he 

then went into what seemed a more comfortable narrative of reflecting on the negative. 

Gaz: I enjoyed, erm, meeting up with new people in [University Location], I enjoyed.. erm.. 

I... even though I didn’t live there and I had to.. I couldn’t really.. erm.. do lots of stuff that 

people did, I couldn’t stay ... I couldn’t really stay out really late cause [slight laugh] cause 

the busses stopped, unless I had.. unless I had friends to stay over [sniff] erm, so I do feel like 

I missed out on that aspect of student life, I sometimes wish I’d have been able to do that. 

Gaz talked about never having never studied his degree subject prior to starting university, as being 

a considerable disadvantage to him and something that had a detrimental impact on his success. Jen 

however, reported a comparable position, but whilst acknowledging the difficulties, she expressed it 

as a positive. These differences are displayed in the following extracts: 

Gaz: Basically I’d never done [degree subject], erm, I didn’t do it at A-level, because I chose 

a, I chose a joint subject mainly for the other half, I had an interest in it, but I’d never studied 

it academically, so whilst everyone else was a bit further ahead.. well a lot further ahead and 

I was just starting, it was a bit li, err, it was like getting chucked in at the deep end having to 

just get up, having to catch up with everyone, so I found it quite hard and there was quite a 

lot of time when I thought is this for me? and should I really be doing this? 



 

287 
 

Jen: I’ve never done [degree subject] before, so that was a big shock to the system (slight 

laugh), everyone was like oh, you must know this study and I’m like no I really don’t know 

this study (laugh). So to catch up and then to succeed, I kinda felt really quite successful. 

Even though Gaz reported doing ‘alright’ and improving in his second year, he appeared to give 

himself little credit for this. Whilst he acknowledged he was ‘pleased’ with some of his grades, he 

seemed to talk more about surviving than succeeding. Kate also experienced anxiety and depression 

at the start of University, but reported improved psychological health at the end of the year. Her BTP 

increased in S3 of Investigation 2. She was interviewed in her third year and indicated that things 

had very much improved, although she was still experiencing some levels of stress. She mirrored the 

views of regret described by Gaz, but acknowledged a recent transition in the way she viewed her 

difficulties. When asked how she dealt with depression and anxiety she expressed the following. 

Kate: There’s this questionnaire that says, if you had to live your life over, would you change 

anything from your past, and I always used to be, the first couple of times I did it I think I 

said yes I would, but then recently I said to myself, you know what, I wouldn’t change 

anything from my past cause it’s made me who I am. All the past mistakes I’ve done wrong, 

its helped me learn and to develop myself into a better person and so I was like, erm all the 

difficulties, you go through it, you learn from it and you know what, if someone else is going 

through it, I would be there to help them cause I know what it feels like. 

She was asked how long she had held this view and expressed it occurred in the previous year. The 

loss of a family member had resulted in a greater spiritual connection with her God. She described a 

monologue with her God and a few days later she had an enlightening moment where she was able 

to perceive negative experiences as a test which upon completion would make her stronger. 
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Kate: There are some things you learn after a particular time,... but you will learn a very 

precious lesson and you’ll always know that and now whenever someone says to me would 

you change anything from your life, I said, there are things you might regret,  but I would 

never change them because it’s made me who I am. 

These findings have indicated that negative experiences could be viewed by students in different 

ways. TP theory has implied that Past-Positive individuals reflect buoyantly about their past, whilst 

Past-Negatives focus on unfavourable aspects (I.e. Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). It may be the case that 

individuals with high levels of BTP or Past-Positive may actually change their negative experiences 

into positive memories. Could such a method be taught to individuals experiencing difficulties? 

9.3.3 Success Leaves Clues 

Robbins (2001) famously stated that success leaves clues and studying successful people would 

reveal characteristics associated with their success. This seemed a particularly relevant title for this 

super-ordinate theme. When speaking about their success, the students in the current study usually 

attributed it to some form of strategy, ability, trait or reason. Whilst this may appear a little 

simplistic, the particular construct encapsulated by this theme was how the approaches differed 

between students with various profiles. The two students with the highest Year 1 AGs (Jen, Kate) 

described themselves as working hard throughout their first year, being motivated, persevering 

through times of difficulty. These aspects of their experiences were generally described positively.  

Jen: I guess a lot of my goals pertained to academic grades, because I push myself and 

challenge myself, cause I like to succeed [...] I guess I’m quite organised, I manage to balance 

work, I’m also a [prestigious voluntary job role] and I also volunteer in [place of 

employment] where I did a placement over the summer, so I’m busy (laugh) but I manage to 

keep on top of things. 
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The other academically successful student (Kate) had a lower BTP and higher levels of psychological 

distress throughout her first year. She described more dysfunctional approaches to her success such 

as extreme perfectionism and finding it difficult to work unless the pressure was really high. 

However, she felt these approaches caused her considerable stress and emotional discomfort.  

Kate: If I stress out I get physically ill, but if I don’t stress I’m worried, because like why am I 

not stressing [...] but the thing is, for me I work really well under pressure, if I have like a 1 

month, 2 month gap, I can’t focus, I really can’t do my work well, so when I leave if about 4 

days to go, I get really stressed, but I work well, I get ill, but I work well. 

Kate described having particularly high self-expectations and expressed wanting to achieve over 80% 

in her assignments (such grades are very rarely achieved in year one) whilst acknowledging a 

perception that her friends thought she was ‘stupid’ to not be happy with her achievement.  

Kate: I want really good grades, if I get one bad grade I.. like some people say if they get over 

40 of 50 they say it’s very good for them. I hate it (laugh), I want 80s (laugh) and they’re like 

you’re so stupid, you’re passing, but I’m like I want that, that’s my boundary I set for myself, 

if I don’t get that I feel very upset. 

She described feeling angry when friends presumed she found it easy to achieve academic success. 

She told her friends, that if they could see her, they would realise how stressful the experience had 

been. Interestingly, the two students perceiving themselves as less successful in Year-1 (Gaz, Lisa) 

attributed aspects of their success to chance or luck. When discussing her grades and her dislike of 

doing the work, Lisa stated ‘somehow, I managed to do all right in the end, so I can’t have been that 

bad (laugh)’. Having a positive view of why they achieved success may be instrumental in building 

confidence in their ability to succeed. 
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9.3.4 The Importance of Positive Future Goals 

Perceptions of success and well-being appeared to be associated with expressions of future 

orientation, although this was sometimes tarnished with slight anxiety at the possibility of not 

achieving such goals. All these aspects were encapsulated in the following extract. Jen reported high 

levels of Future in both series’ of Investigation 2 and agreed in the interview that she was a future 

oriented person. The interviewer then went on to ask her what this felt like. 

Jen: It can be quite scary [laugh] sometimes, because there’re certain goals and things I want 

in my life, but you don’t always know whether they’re gunna work. I’ve got sort of two 

different careers that I want to pursue, erm, but they don’t really fit together completely, 

erm, but it kind of excites me because I know that it is gunna be really fun and its gunna... 

you know, if I work hard than hopefully, I will be able to get there.   

The two students with the highest levels of Year-1 AG (Jen, Kate) described well thought out plans of 

what they wanted to do and how they wanted achieve it, particularly in relation to their university 

careers. Themes of future orientation appeared frequently in these interviews. When asked about 

the value of goals in terms of success, Jen provided the following response. 

Jen: If you’re just coming to university for the sake of it, just because you need to, you need 

to get a degree, you feel its gunna help.. sometime in the future, then maybe you won’t 

work as hard, because you don’t know what you want to do with it. But if you really know 

what you want to do and you work hard to get a good grade, then that’s gunna help you get 

where you want to go. 

Additionally, Lyn and Neo also described themselves as future oriented, although maybe to a slightly 

lesser extent in terms of goal clarity. Gaz and Lisa were not so future oriented in Investigation 2. In 

the interview, Lisa appeared to have a slightly jovial and carefree attitude towards her future, whilst 
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Gaz seemed to express a somewhat pessimistic attitude. The analysis indicated that Gaz had a more 

fatalistic view of his future which appeared to be associated with negative emotions. However, he 

indicated a little more future clarity now that he was in his third year.  

Gaz: I think because I was at a disadvantage already... [sniff] it felt, well... I tried to do the 

work and then I’d feel a little bit like, oh, there’s not much point in doing this cause, you 

know, I’m not gunna get through with it. I tried, I wasn’t so bad... it didn’t affect me to the 

point I couldn’t do work... I was reasonably... after a couple of months I was sort of on track. 

Future orientation is associated with success in various areas (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008) and was 

linked to student success in previous research (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). In Investigation 2, Future 

had the strongest associations of all ZTPI and VIA-IS variables with AG. This interview investigation 

suggested that Future included motivational aspects. This was also identified by Phalet, et al., (2004) 

who suggested that those most highly motivated to achieve educational success were those most 

focused on future outcomes. However, there is a degree of uncertainty regarding future outcomes 

which may cause anxiety among some individuals. After all, predicting an outcome occurring in a few 

days is likely to be easier than predicting an outcome in the more distant future. Zimbardo (2012) 

described Future as something that was learned through practice. Individuals need to be confident 

that their plans will work. Gaz described a more fatalist view of his future and a negative reflection 

of some of the aspects in his past. This may have been preventing him from developing the 

confidence that future focused endeavours would amount to very much. Present-Fatalism typically 

shows small negative associations with variables pertaining to academic success (e.g. Zimbardo & 

Boyd, 1999) and whilst it was only weakly related in the current study, this account suggests how 

this view could impede a positive future focus and student success. 
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9.3.5 Using My Strengths  

The six participants were familiar with the VIA-IS having completed it twice throughout their 

participation in Investigation 2. Some participants reported completing the VIA-IS on additional 

occasions and were familiar with its surrounding literature. A funnelling approach was used in the 

interviews where participants were initially asked if they remembered completing the questionnaire, 

then if they remembered their top strengths and whether they agreed with them. Participants 

generally agreed with their signature strengths. However, when talking about their top strengths, 

they tended to be quite matter-of-fact about the topic, but nothing emerged resembling much more 

than reflection and agreement. Nonetheless, there were several instances where participants 

reflected on using strengths. Interestingly, participants accounts of using strengths, tended to be 

loaded with positive emotional elements, reflections of success and resilience to psychological 

adversity. In the following extract, Lyn talked about hope and self control in relation to resilience  

Lyn: To me, it’s a state of mind, if you allow yourself to, it’s like, I think with things like 

anxiety, if you, and depression, if you allow yourself get deeper and deeper into that and not 

think about positive things to get yourself back out of that, then of course you’re going to be 

suffering because you’re not helping yourself. I’m not saying I’m a brilliant person, but you 

need to do something that will make you feel good about yourself again and you’re more 

likely to be smiling again. 

In the following extract, Neo talked about his use of leadership strengths with regard to success.   

Neo: I think that the strength of leadership really kind of helps, because in the context of 

responsibility for your success, being a leader means you are not afraid to probably ask a lot 

or question things, you know, being visionary, trying to get to that vision of where I want to 

be, go on an be successful, you know. 
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Gaz expressed being disadvantaged by the circumstances of his past and present experiences. He 

felt socially disadvantaged because he did not live on campus, he felt academically disadvantaged 

because he was new to the subject area, he felt psychologically disadvantaged because he had 

experienced psychological problems before and was more susceptible to them reoccurring. Using 

strengths such as Perseverance was considered an important aspect for this student who reported 

psychological health difficulties. When asked what advice he would give a first year experiencing 

comparable difficulties he said: 

Gaz: If you feel like you’re str.. really struggling at first, just persevere with it because... unn.. 

if you feel like the same way in a few months then okay, fine, but at least you can say it 

definitely wasn’t for you then you won’t have any regrets, but don’t give up at the first sign 

of trouble. I was constantly thinking about just packing it in, but I am really glad I didn’t 

9.4 Discussion 

This small scale IPA study addressed two related questions. The first enquired how students with 

various questionnaire profiles experienced success, well-being and psychological health at 

University. Each student interviewed described a unique set of experiences regarding these 

variables, but several similarities and contrasts were observed. However, the main focus of this 

analysis was the second question as to how these areas were related to TP and CS. Five super-

ordinate themes were identified in these data: ‘A balancing act’ reflected the work/life balance and 

was particularly associated with TP metaphors; ‘Living with negative past experiences’ encapsulated 

approaches students had for dealing with negative past events; ‘Success leaves clues’ reflected the 

strategies and approaches students attributed to their success; ‘The importance of positive future 

goals’ denoted differences in future-focus experienced by participants; ‘Using my Strengths’ referred 

to the positive experiences reported when participants when describing strengths-use.  
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In this research programme and previous research (e.g. Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999; Van Beek et al, 

2011; Naeger, 2001), Past-Negative and Past-Positive were found to be inversely and positively 

(respectively) related to anxiety and depression. Previous researchers have theorised that Past-

Positive may act as a buffer towards psychological adversity (Van Beek et al.), as reflecting on 

positive experiences has tended to override negative reflections. However, this investigation 

demonstrated that the relationship may be more complex than initially conceived. Whilst 

generalisations cannot be made from this type of study, it appeared that participants with good 

psychological health still encountered Past-Negative experiences, despite low scores on this ZTPI 

variable. However, they seemed to possess the ability to change the meanings of such experiences 

into positive ones. Reflecting on stress, illness and mistakes, some participants made positive 

interpretations of Past-Negative events, choosing to view them as character forming learning 

process which made them who they were. One participant described a moment of epiphany when 

she acquired this way of thinking and it appeared to improve her well-being and sense of identity. 

This attribute was particularly associated with high BTP scorers and fits in with the concept of post-

traumatic growth (Linley & Joseph, 2004); the notion that some individuals experience positive 

psychological change in response to trauma and adversity. Future researchers may want to examine 

TP and BTP in relation to post-traumatic growth in HE. 

Participants with the highest levels of BTP displayed interview characteristics which were distinct 

from the other interviewees. Most notable, was their focus on work/life balance and their positive 

view of the negative past. Sircova et al. (2010) used interviews to identify characteristics associated 

with BTP orientations. They found that BTP participants had a time structured approach to life, but 

did not expand on in their short conference proceeding. The work/life balance identified in the 

current investigation could be considered as a time structured approach to life. Furthermore, this 

also indicated a certain degree of flexibility regarding the situational component of BTP. These 

students appeared to have greater control over their TP orientations. Social pulls are likely to be 
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more immediate than the future focused endeavour of academic success. The current and previous 

research has suggested that Present-Hedonism was associated with social aspects of life (Zimbardo 

& Boyd, 1999). Hedonists tend to have more friends, attend more parties, have more fun (Zimbardo, 

2012). Of course, these are likely to be some of the attractions of University life and Zimbardo and 

Boyd (2008) recommend moderate amounts of this orientation for well-being, vitality and energy. 

However, its extremes can be costly and result in a variety of negative future prospects. BTP 

participants may be better at getting this balance right. 

Conversely, Future has been considered a path to success, but can be costly in terms of sacrificing 

fun and enjoyment in the present (Zimbardo, 2009; Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004), family and friends 

(Zimbardo, 2009). Whilst the present findings were from a small sample and generalisations cannot 

be made, the participants in the current study with the highest levels of BTP seemed to have 

achieved an effective balance of these orientations. Additionally, they were consciously aware of this 

balance which may imply a time-structured approach to life. Also similarly to Sircova et al. (2010), 

these individuals described being widely involved in numerous activities. It is possible that having a 

more harmonious relationship with time could result in fewer psychological conflicts and higher 

energy levels. As expected, expressions of success were associated with Future orientation and the 

use of strengths. Whilst success/future associations are not new to research, this study identified 

how this relationship may operate in a university setting and how it differed from a more fatalistic 

view of the future. Whilst Future orientation may be a gamble, having future successes was clearly a 

motivating factor to some of the interviewees. There was probably something brave about a future 

focus, as there is a greater chance of failure. However, education is a future oriented investment, 

and universities should be encouraging future oriented endeavours within their students. The 

reflective element of this Investigation is presented in Appendix V and the implications of these 

findings are discussed in Chapter 10. 
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9.4.1 Next Chapter 

The final chapter of the PhD programme of research brings together all the findings and 

interpretations that emerged from this research programme. Focus returns to the original aims and 

objectives highlighted in the introductory chapter and a clear non biased interpretation was 

presented as to how these aims have been met and in some cases surpassed. The findings of this 

chapter are merged into this PhD story. Finally, the implications of these findings are discussed 

alongside prospects for further research and investigation. 
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Chapter 10 

General Discussion 

10.1 Thesis Overview  

Enhancing the student experience is an increasingly important aim in modern HE (Morgan, 2012), for 

which success, happiness and resilience play a significant role. The current research identified that 

TP and CS are key psychological constructs which can affect the quality of these aspects. Throughout 

this mixed-methods research journey, three investigative-areas were addressed. The first sought 

conceptual clarification regarding the unclearly demarcated concept of ‘student success’ (Dean, 

1998), by qualitatively establishing its meaning among those it primarily represented. Twelve 

defined academic/non-academic areas of success and an overarching dichotomous construct (self-

expectations/comparisons to others) were identified, which formed the backbone of a 76-item (10-

subsection) PSSQ. Subsequent statistical development and modification resulted in a reliable and 

appropriately valid 41-item (seven-factor) Likert-type scale, for evaluating student perceptions of 

their success in multiple academic and non-academic areas. This was used in Investigation 2, 

alongside grades and completion rates, to provide a more holistic assessment of student success.  

Investigation 2 was a longitudinal study examining the effects of two psychological constructs (TP 

and CS), on outcome variables pertaining to three important aspects of the student experience. 

These included: student success (academic, career, financial, health and social); psychological 

problems (anxiety, depression, stress, and Negative-Affect) and SWB (Positive-Affect, subjective 

happiness and life satisfaction). Results demonstrated that TP variables (in particular BTP) interacted 

with student success, SWB, the occurrence and onset of psychological problems, and resilience to 

such adversity. Similarly, certain strengths had a positive effect on SWB, perceptions of success and 

resilience to anxiety and depression. This investigation filled several gaps in TP and CS literature and 
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advanced pre-existing theories, whilst strongly signifying the importance of these constructs within 

the HE experience and their potential for development to enhance the lives of students.  

The third investigation was a follow-up interview study exploring how students with various 

questionnaire profiles from investigation 2 experienced success, SWB and psychological problems at 

University, with a focus on TP and CS. IPA was used to identify five super-ordinate themes, including: 

‘Living with negative past experiences’- approaches for dealing with negative past events; ‘A 

balancing act’- the importance of a good work/life balance; ‘Using my strengths’- positive 

experiences reported when participants described using their strengths. This investigation provided 

unique understandings of various constructs associated with Investigation 2 variables; in particular, 

the relatively unexplored BTP variable. For example, BTP participants reported situational flexibility 

regarding their TP and a tendency to view negative past experiences in a positive way.  

The findings presented support the thesis that TP and certain CS variables represent key constructs 

pertaining to the psychological makeup of students, which offer new insights regarding their HE 

experience. This research provides compelling evidence that these constructs have an influential 

effect on several important positive and negative student outcomes. It is therefore argued that TP 

and CS enhancement strategies should be considered as viable tools for improving the lives of 

students, enhancing their experience, whilst reducing the likelihood of psychological problems. 

Future researchers are encouraged to examine the effectiveness of such strategies among students.  

10.2 Summary of Findings Relative to Research Areas and Q uestions.  

10.2.1 Defining and Measuring Student Success 

This research commenced at the brink of a global recession (Wearden, 2009), amidst increasing HE 

tuition-fees in England (Parr, 2012) and heightened concerns regarding escalating psychological 

disorders among students (Callender et al., 2011). Additionally, HE consumers were starting to 
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expect more from their investment and universities were under increasing pressures to provide 

value (Morgan, 2012). Whilst the current participants were not paying post-2012 tuition-fees, costs 

had increased from previous years. The focus of this research was inspired by the growing field of 

PP, to explore a range of positive and negative outcomes associated with the student experience. 

Additionally, the outcomes examined were considered especially important to the students 

themselves, giving this research considerable practical value. Particularly prominent among these, 

was the unique venture of examining student definitions of ‘student success’ and developing a 

Likert-type scale to measure student perceptions of their success in some of these areas.  

Whilst academic success characterises a key ambition for students (O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007) 

and features among their main motivations for university enrolment (NUS, 2008; 2010/11), it does 

not encapsulate all areas deemed important to them (Dean, 1998; Braxton, 2003). As a prominent 

measure of ‘student success’, it has been criticised for not being in tune with the student voice 

(Dean). Additionally, it does not account for individual differences in ability or circumstance. 

Investigation 1(a) identified multiple areas that students associated with the construct of ‘student 

success’. Approximately 60% of new students in the UK are aged 18-19 years (HESA, 2011); an age 

associated with many important developmental changes (Callender et al., 2011). Additionally, most 

degree courses are three year endeavours, which students may view as a significant life journey, 

with multiple areas in which to achieve success. As anticipated, Investigation 1(a) participants 

collectively and individually identified several non-academic areas of ‘student success’; possibly of 

comparable or greater importance to them than academic achievement. Students are the major 

investors in HE, whose views have appeared largely unheard regarding this construct (Kuh, et al., 

2006). However, there has been limited research exploring success in such areas. Investigation 1(a) 

was one of a relatively small number of efforts to examine what students views of success in HE. 

Investigation 1(a) uncovered six academic and five non-academic areas of student success. Contrary 

to research by Dean (1998), HE students and staff collectively shared similar views regarding this 
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construct. The differences between these findings may have reflected differences in the time and 

location of the studies (Dean’s study was nearly 15 years old and conducted in the US). With 

increased tuition costs encouraging UK students to become ‘HE consumers’ (Morgan, 2012), staff in 

the current study may experience greater pressures to be in tune with students’ requirements. 

However, the combination of similar student and staff perspectives was advantageous for PSSQ item 

development, as student definitions were supplemented with more detailed descriptions provided 

by staff. Nonetheless, both parties viewed the construct as multifaceted and of considerably greater 

breadth than conventional measures of grades and retention (Kuh et al., 2006). This supported the 

notion that traditional conceptualisations did not equate to a holistic measure of student success, 

despite such variables dominating this construct in research and university statistics (Braxton, 2003).  

Investigation 1(b) involved formulating and developing a unique measuring tool to assess student 

success in areas they deemed important. The reliable and valid, seven-factor (41-item) PSSQ 

remained in line with most of the original constructs identified in Investigation 1(a). The PSSQ 

provided a more holistic account of student success and offered some insightful findings throughout 

Investigation 2. For example, whilst Future appeared to be a better indicator of Year-1 grades than 

BTP, the PSSQ helped identify that BTP was a better predictor of overall student success. This 

indicated that developing BTP within students may be more beneficial than developing just their 

Future orientation. The PSSQ not only served a purpose in Investigation 2, but was expected to be 

useful in subsequent research and may have several practical applications. PSSQ factors pertaining 

to academic success tended to correlate with participants’ grades. In particular, Coursework Success 

revealed correlations of >.4 with Year-1 AG, which were the highest magnitude associations of all 

variables assessed throughout Investigation 2. This indicated the scales potential for predicting 

academic achievement. During PhD talks, university staff provided positive feedback, suggesting it 

could be particularly valuable in terms of University evaluation and statistics. Having a measure 
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which could gauge how well student perceived themselves to be doing on a variety of domains could 

be used to compare courses and institutions in a similar way to student satisfaction scales.  

The Passion and Enthusiasm Factor was not anticipated during item development and as a result, 

there were only three scale-items pertaining to this construct. New items could be included in this 

category and exposed to subsequent exploratory and confirmatory FA techniques. Moreover, it 

would be interesting to see if similar factor structures emerged among post 2012 first year students 

who are paying significantly higher tuition fees at English Universities. Nonetheless, the resulting 

PSSQ provided a useful measuring tool for quantifying student perceptions of their success in the 

current research programme. It collectively encapsulated some diversity within the construct of 

student success and combined with measures of academic success, psychological health and SWB, it 

offered a rich testing ground for assessing and understanding TP and CS.  

10.2.2 The Effects of TP and CS on the Student Experience 

Investigation 2 involved observing the journeys of 146 undergraduates throughout their first-year at 

a Post-92 University in England. A series of predictions were tested, examining the effects of TP and 

CS variables on multiple outcomes. The voluminous findings are reported and discussed throughout 

Chapters 7 and 8, and it is not intended to repeat this here, but to examine their meaning in relation 

to the thesis position. TP variables interacted with the majority of student outcomes assessed. Time-

management, organisation and planning-ahead are important elements of university life (Heffernan, 

1997) and ineffective strategies in these areas may contribute to student difficulties (Callender et al., 

2011). However, TP represents more than an individual’s approach to time-management, reflecting 

multiple components associated with their psychology (Boniwell & Zimbardo, 2004). This research 

provided strong evidence that these components have an important role in a student’s university 

experience and may determine their success, SWB and resilience to mental illness.  
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Prior investigation has highlighted the impact of future orientation upon academic success (Worrell 

& Mello, 2006; Phan, 2009; Phalet et al., 2004) and many educational tasks may be considered 

future oriented endeavours (Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). In the current study, future orientation was 

particularly important to success in academic areas. Being future oriented had distinct advantages 

which were demonstrated repeatedly throughout Investigation 2. Of all TP and CS variables 

examined, Future demonstrated the highest associations with Year-1 AG and demonstrated 

moderate and strong associations with PSSQ academic success factors. Additionally, future oriented 

individuals could also expect other rewards for their forward focused mindset, including successful 

learning approaches, better financial management strategies and greater career focus. Zimbardo 

and Boyd (2008) proposed that Futures were generally wealthier and more career driven for several 

reasons, including being better contingency planners, better at completing tasks and less distracted 

by present life-traps. In addition, Futures were thought to have clear goals and achieving a good 

degree was likely to be a key motivational force. Phalet et al., (2004) suggested that those most 

highly motivated to achieve educational success were those most focused on future outcomes. 

University educators may benefit from encouraging future orientation and future-focused career 

development among students. However, the PSSQ analyses supported the argument that BTP may 

be a better indicator of overall student success, as Future was not typically associated with social 

success, and healthy living; both considered important to student well-being (Callender et al., 2011).  

 

As expected, the Past-Negative, Past-Positive and Present-Fatalist orientations interacted with 

psychological problems and SWB. Past-Negative was found to have multiple disadvantages for the 

students. It was positively associated with all psychological problems measured and tended to be 

negatively associated with success and SWB. Comparable associations with poor psychological 

health have been identified elsewhere (e.g. Van Beek et al., 2011; Anagnostopoulos & Griva, 2011; 

Naeger, 2001). However, such studies appeared to have measured TP and psychological problem 

variables at approximately the same point in time, which provided limited information regarding 
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how these variables interacted with each other. Using longitudinal methods, this research identified 

that Past-Negative might occur prior to an individual developing anxiety and depression, and the 

latter may arise from a combination of Past-Negative and Present-Fatalist orientations. Identifying 

Past-Negative students at the start of their course may therefore provide screening options for those 

who are vulnerable to psychological difficulties, to whom preventative guidance could be applied.  

Past-Positive was typically paradoxical to Past-Negative in terms of its relationships with the 

outcome variables assessed in Investigation 2. Past-Positive is thought to buffer individuals against 

psychological problems (Van Beek et al., 2011; Zimbardo & Boyd, 2008). This was indicated in the 

current research, suggesting a potential resilience strategy for vulnerable students. Zimbardo et al. 

(2012) reported an approach for converting Past-Negative into Past-Positive memories. PTSD 

sufferers were instructed to give their Past-Negative experiences of trauma the appropriate 

acknowledgement and respect, but then return to a time prior to the trauma and focus on positive 

experiences, when the individual demonstrated strengths of character. Eventually, this led to a more 

positive appraisal of their past which allowed for a more positive future outlook. Investigation 3 

indicated that some individuals with BTP reported dealing with Past-Negative experiences in a 

similar way, using comparable strategies. For example, Jen recounted several negative and traumatic 

experiences, but acknowledged and accepted their negative impact on her life. However, she 

reflected on them positively, recognising how they made her stronger, or more grateful.  

Whilst the individual TP orientations were associated with, and could predict many of the student 

experience outcomes measured throughout Investigation 2, Boniwell and Zimbardo (2004) argued 

that focusing on just one TP variable could be limiting. This was demonstrated in the outcomes for 

Future which appeared to not show effects on resilience, social success and health. Problems can 

occur when individuals over or underuse TP orientations relative to the others (Zimbardo & Boyd, 

2008). The positive alternative to being a slave to any temporal bias is having a BTP (Boniwell & 

Zimbardo) and this research added considerable theoretical evidence to the small number of studies 
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examining this construct. Firstly, it developed a new way of measuring this using the ZTPI and whilst 

it was questioned whether the flexibility aspect of BTP could be established from the ZTPI, 

participants in Investigation 3 with a BTP indicated a certain degree of TP flexibility.  

The BTP findings from Investigation 2 were remarkable, in that individuals with high BTP reported 

enhanced SWB, high levels of success in all academic and non-academic areas measured, elevated 

psychological health and resilience to adversity. BTP seemed to merge all of the positive outcomes 

associated with TP variables and was demonstrated to be a key component of an enhanced student 

experience. Previous research has indicated that BTP is associated with SWB (e.g. Drake et al., 2008; 

Boniwell et al., 2010), but it has not been explored in terms of psychological health. It is argued that 

this TP orientation reduces the negative cognitive/emotional outcomes associated with Past-

Negative and Present-Fatalism, whilst boosting the outcomes associated with positive TP 

orientations. Furthermore, Investigation 3 participants with high BTP described being ambitious, 

having a good work/life balance and were enthusiastic about their future. They also reported TP 

flexibility and turning negative past experiences into positive learning opportunities. Fortunately, 

there are approaches and interventions which can encourage the development of a BTP which may 

be applicable to the student experience (e.g. Zimbardo et al., 2012). These are discussed below. 

The CS findings from Investigation 2 were marginally disappointing and did not make particularly 

exciting contributions to the VIA-IS literature. Strengths were typically positively related to all 

variables pertaining to SWB, with Hope and Vitality achieving the strongest and most consistent 

associations. Additionally, numerous strengths positively interacted with student perceptions of 

their success, but contrary to predictions, they were not good indicators of academic grades 

(although Kindness demonstrated negative associations). This finding is at odds with CS theory 

(discussed below) and may denote that strengths are less effective at influencing academic success 

than previously considered. Findings were less consistent regarding CS and psychological disorders, 

but again, Hope and Self-Regulation tended to have the strongest negative associations. However, 
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there was some variation with relationships between the various assessments. These variations 

were interpreted with regard to the dynamic nature of the student experience, with different 

strengths being used to buffer against problems at different times. Moreover, it was considered 

whether students may have exhausted certain strengths by overusing them, which could have 

caused the inconsistent findings. This phenomenon has been identified with will-power (Baumeister 

& Tierney, 2011). It was proposed that ‘strengths use’ may provide a better indication of the student 

outcome variables in future research. Surprisingly, several strengths were positively associated with 

psychological difficulties. However, the strong associations with SWB variables may indicate that CS 

interventions would still be of particular value to students. 

The outcome that no CS (from S1 or S3) were positively associated with Year-1 AG was surprising. 

The only study having explored such relationships in post-secondary education was by Lounsbury et 

al. (2009). They found several significant positive associations with CS and grades, but used self-

reported estimates of GPA, which were essentially a student’s estimation of their academic success. 

Whilst acknowledging the limitations of self-reported estimates, they concluded that certain CS had 

an impact on academic performance. However, this finding was not emulated in the current study 

where only a negative association between Kindness and Grades was identified. However, the PSSQ 

may have helped explain the Lounsbury et al. outcome. In a broad sense, the PSSQ academic factors 

reflected a student’s appraisal of their academic success, similar to self reported GPA estimates. CS 

may therefore be more associated with perceptions of success than actual academic performance. 

Although, Park and Peterson (2006) and Weber and Ruch (2011) did find relationships between 

actual GPA and CS among school children and more research is recommended to assess this. 

Investigation 3 involved the analysis of interview data from six Investigation 2 participants, 

presenting interesting and contrasting questionnaire profiles. They talked about their experiences of 

psychological ill-health/well-being and student success in relation to TP and CS. Analysis provided 

unique theoretical interpretation of various constructs associated with the variables assessed 
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throughout Investigation 2, in particular the relatively unexplored BTP variable. The theme, ‘Living 

with negative past experiences’ was particularly informative as the two participants with high levels 

of BTP both recounted their Past-Negative experiences in a positive way, reflecting on how it made 

them a stronger person or the valuable lessons they learned. Individuals with a BTP may 

demonstrate elements of post-traumatic growth (Joseph, 2012) when times are challenging. Past-

Negative could therefore be a matter of interpretation rather than a stable reflection of experience. 

There may be different ways of re-framing Past-Negative experiences. Conversely, a participant with 

low BTP and high Past-Negative recounted comparable experiences, but described them in terms of 

regret and how they had held him back. BTP participants also reported a better ability to balance 

their TP orientations, implying a certain flexibility to switch between them in response to situational 

demands. Additionally, when participants described using their strengths, they were loaded with 

expressions of well-being and success, further supporting the idea that strengths use may be a more 

appropriate assessment for student outcomes.  

10.3. Implications of F indings and Future Recommendations  

These findings have contributed to literature surrounding student success/achievement, the student 

experience, TP/BTP and to a lesser extent CS. The PSSQ was a unique venture, providing a valuable 

investigative tool for future researchers and those interested in student achievement. Whilst 

psychological research examining student success has typically focused on academic achievement 

(Kuh et al., 2006), the PSSQ offers a more student-focused perspective of success which can 

compliment variables such as grades. Whilst it may be argued that the established student 

satisfaction questionnaires (e.g. Lounsbury et al., 2005) represent a similar set of variables, such 

scales generally merge a student’s appraisal of external aspects of the university experience with 

elements of personal success; therefore, not providing a unified assessment of the latter. This 

research has made several unique contributions to BTP literature. Previous studies of BTP (e.g. Drake 
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et al., 2008) have tended to focus on SWB and not provided much evidence of resilience, success 

and social functioning, all of which are theoretically associated with this construct (Zimbardo & 

Boyd, 1999). Alongside validating a new operationalisation of BTP, the present findings provide 

compelling evidence that BTP positively interacts with multiple student outcome variables and is 

predictive of various positive aspects of the student experience and resilience to adversity. 

Furthermore, this research provides a qualitative account regarding the experiences of BTP in HE.  

There are multiple practical implications for these findings which might be of particular value in HE. 

TP and CS are relatively new investigative areas from the field of PP (Linley & Joseph, 2004). They 

characterise dynamic aspects of an individual’s psychology, making them attractive constructs for 

potential development within individuals (e.g. TP: Zimbardo et al, 2012; CS: Seligman et al, 2005; 

Seligman et al., 2006). Therefore, TP and CS development strategies may offer interventional 

approaches for university counsellors and students wanting to alleviate psychological problems, 

enhance SWB and success, whilst maximising positive student experience outcomes. Whilst TP 

interventions are comparably less developed than CS approaches, new evidence and theory 

indicates their effectiveness in improving psychological health and SWB (Zimbardo et al.). 

Furthermore, the multiple positive outcomes of such interventions may elevate them from the 

somewhat stigmatised category of therapy, to the more socially acceptable category of self-

improvement. This may help attract the large numbers of students who fail to seek help (Oxford, 

2008) because of the stigma associated with psychological illnesses. 

As part of TP therapy (Zimbardo et al., 2012), PTSD sufferers were encouraged to become more 

future oriented whilst reducing their high Past-Negative and Present-Fatalist orientations (those 

present in students with psychological problems). The exercises used to develop future orientation 

might be particularly valuable to students. For example, they would firstly be encouraged to 

construct plans for tackling day-to-day issues. After some practice and success at doing this, plans 

would be extended to cover two days, a week, a month etc. Instead of just ‘fixing problems’, plans 
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would be focused in positive terms of achieving what an individual wanted and desired. Moreover, 

they would include a Present-Hedonistic element, involving the individual doing something they 

enjoyed. Such exercises could be implemented in various formats and delivered to students in HE. 

These could vary from conventional pen and paper exercises involving documenting plans, to 

Smartphone applications with reminders and progress monitoring utilities. The current researcher 

co-developed a very successful support website (Pollak & Griffin, 2006) for HE students with learning 

differences. Such a website could provide an accessible platform to deliver such interventions.  

Whilst TP largely operates at subconscious levels, Zimbardo (2012) acknowledged the advantages of 

individuals becoming consciously aware of their own TP profile. This was considered an instrumental 

process of TP modification and was one of the first steps of TP therapy (Zimbardo et al., 2012). Self 

awareness combined with a knowledge of TP can facilitate change within individuals (ibid). As 

demonstrated in this research, developing a BTP may have obvious advantages, not just in terms of 

success, but also in terms of SWB and resilience to psychological adversity. TP exercises could 

provide students with a set of tools and strategies to modify their orientations for more optimal 

functioning as a student. To encourage TP recognition, students could be required to assess their 

thoughts on numerous occasions throughout the day, to identify which orientations they were using.  

A simple Java application could be developed for Smartphones and portable tablet computing 

devices, so individuals could accessibly acknowledge their TP at various occasions throughout the 

day and store the data. Baumeister and Tierney (2011) reported a similar use of applications for 

examining short-term aspects associated with will-power. Participants (with appropriate training) 

would be required to make conscious judgements as to what TP orientation(s) they were using at 

particular points in time. This would prime participants with an understanding of their own TP and 

allow researchers to test interventional strategies. A series of questions might be taught to assist in 

determining TP profiles and their appropriateness for a given situation. For example: “What is my 

current TP?”, “What do I want out of this situation?”, “What TP orientation would be best for 
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achieving my goal?”, “How can I use my knowledge of my TP to change my focus?” Such an 

instrument could provide researchers with a wealth of data concerning TP fluctuations over shorter 

periods of time. Additionally, there is the increasing popularity of life improvement strategies 

delivered by accessible mobile applications. Such implementations could be provided to students by 

their universities for TP enhancement. There are a number of methods from the field of self-help 

literature which appeared to tap into TP metaphors. In terms of becoming happier and more 

successful, Robbins (2001) encouraged listeners to generate one year, five year and ten year goals 

for their future, whilst in a state of positive affect. Listeners were then encouraged to frequently 

refer to these goals and adjust or modify when necessary. From a TP viewpoint, this strategy would 

encourage individuals to use a future orientated perspective, whilst minimising the effects of Past-

Negative and increasing the effects of Past-Positive and Present-Hedonism. 

Whilst TP interventions are very much in their infancy, those related to CS are more developed. 

Recently, several CS interventions have been examined, including the use of signature strengths 

(Seligman et al., 2005; Mongrain & Anselo-Matthews, 2012), developing gratitude (Seligman et al., 

2005), strengths use (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Wood et al., 2011), and hope-based interventions 

(Cheavens at al., 2006). All were found to have positive outcomes including reduced psychological 

problems or improvements to SWB. Hope was key strength in the current research which was 

related to several outcomes: success perceptions, SWB and resilience. Cheavens at al. demonstrated 

that hope-based group therapy interventions significantly which emphasised building goal and 

pursuit skills, increased hope, life-meaning and self-esteem whilst decreasing depression and 

anxiety. Such approaches may provide valuable resources to those working in university pastoral 

care as methods that not only reduce problems, but also increase positive outcomes. Whilst 

negative associations between CS and psychological problems were not as strong and consistent as 

expected in the current research, CS had strong associations with student SWB; a finding which has 

been mirrored in many previous studies (e.g. Huta & Hawley, 2008; Brdar & Kashdan, 2010). The 
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SWB of an individual represents more than the absence of psychological difficulties (Seligman, 2003), 

but enhancing SWB can also buffer individuals against such problems.  

Interventions involving the identification and daily use of signature strengths for a week, have been 

found to increase happiness and reduce depression for a six-month duration (Seligman et al., 2005). 

However, Mongrain and Anselo-Matthews (2012) found that depression levels were not significantly 

different from a control group in a replication of Seligman et al.’s study (with reported superior 

controls), but the intervention did improve happiness. To a certain extent, this is supported by 

Investigation 2 which identified smaller associations with strengths and depression than with SWB. 

As differences in characteristics between the two samples were considered a possible explanation 

for these conflicting findings, it would be interesting to see how such interventions operated on first 

year students in the UK. The current study identified that relationships between CS and 

psychological problems differed over time, possibly indicating a dynamic environmental influence 

which may have collectively affected students. The samples in the studies above consisted of 

individuals from various walks of life, who may have shared fewer environmental similarities. The CS 

findings were not as dramatic as expected for the current investigation and future researchers may 

choose to examine the effects of newer approaches to strengths. The Realise2 strengths assessment 

and development tool (Linley & Dovey, 2012) may interact more effectively with the student 

outcomes examined throughout this research project. 

10.4. Limitations of this study  

Some limitations were recognised regarding the current research. A potential criticism concerning 

the PSSQ, was the absence of examination success scale-items in the EFA stages of development. At 

the point of data collection, participants had not completed any examinations, so such items were 

irrelevant. Participants completed the examination scale-items in S3 of Investigation 2, but had 
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already completed the questionnaire prior to this, with potential expectancy effects which may have 

affected how the items were grouped in EFA solutions. Additionally, insufficient numbers of 

participants completed the PSSQ in S3, which would have impaired the validity of any EFA analysis. 

Moreover, logistical difficulties regarding time constraints would have made the analysis difficult to 

conduct at this later point in the research. The other option was to conduct the EFA on the 

subsequent dataset used for confirmatory analysis. However, this presented logistical issues 

regarding time management and any subsequent CFA would have had to be conducted on S2 data 

which did not have the examination items. As a result, the examination success section was treated 

as a separate questionnaire. It is anticipated that subsequent work will involve more development of 

the PSSQ and the inclusion of examination items in subsequent EFA analysis.  

A subsequent EFA on a larger dataset would have other advantages in further developing the PSSQ. 

The current EFA was conducted using first year undergraduates after approximately four months at 

University. In all likelihood, this inexperience may have meant many were not fully aware of the 

areas of learning in which they could be successful. It is possible that some of the concepts could 

have been grouped together erroneously, based on an oversimplified understanding. However, the 

PSSQ is not claimed to be an exhaustive or all inclusive measure of student success at this point. It 

remains a work in progress which will undergo change in future research endeavours. It would be 

particularly useful to conduct further analysis on a wider range of students from all years of study. 

A potential criticism of Investigation 2 was the number of outcome variables examined. Whilst 

statistical precautions (i.e. Bonferroni adjustments) were implemented within particular analyses, 

there is still an increased chance of some of the findings having occurred by chance (particularly the 

correlational assessments). Therefore, a certain degree of caution must be assumed when making 

population inferences from these data. This research should be seen more as a starting point for a 

number of subsequent and more focused studies. Whilst claims of conclusive truths may be difficult 

to justify, this project provided a flavour of how these variables may operate in HE and their 
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potential usefulness regarding student welfare. Additionally, many of the outcome variables were 

related and correlations were replicated in three variable assessments. However, it is acknowledged 

that this project was partly exploratory and further replication is required to validate some findings.  

The longitudinal aspect of Investigation 2 allowed students to be identified who showed ‘consistent’ 

levels of certain variables such as psychological problems or SWB. However, inferring ‘consistently 

high’ levels based on just two measurements should be treated with caution. Participants reporting 

low levels of psychological problems in S1 and S3 may have encountered difficulties throughout the 

mid points of the year. Additionally, having just two waves of data can be sensitive to measurement 

error, which can lead to erroneous conclusions (Singer & Willett, 2003). However, it is argued that 

the outcome measures generally reflect relatively stable constructs (with possible exception of the 

PANAS) and having two waves of data was advantageous over cross-sectional analyses. Nonetheless, 

depression/anxiety onset results must be interpreted with some caution and do not infer causality. 

Replication would be required to fully validate the onset findings.  

10.5 Conclusion 

The undergraduate experience offers growth, challenge and opportunity to a diverse range of 

individuals worldwide (Morgan, 2012). Whilst some students flourish at university, others find the 

experience overwhelming and encounter problems (Mcllroy, 2003). In what is increasingly becoming 

a consumer driven market, enhancing the student experience is key to the livelihood of many HEIs 

and important to their students (Morgan). This research has breached the boundaries of prior 

investigation and offered unique contributions indicating that TP (in particular BTP) is a key 

component affecting student success in multiple academic and non-academic areas, their SWB and 

resilience to psychological adversity. Similarly, CS had a large impact on students’ perceptions of 

their own success, their SWB and to a lesser extent, resilience to psychological problems. 
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The student population experience a disproportionally greater frequency of mental disorders than 

the general public (McCrea, 2009). Reducing this burden presents a major challenge and puts 

tremendous strain on student service departments (Callender et al., 2011). This research indicated 

that BTP and Past-Positive were positively associated with resilient individuals, whilst Past-Negative 

and Present-Fatalism were prominent in those reporting psychological difficulties. Furthermore, 

Past-Negative may precede depression/anxiety onset and could provide an indication of future 

psychological problems occurring at University. Identifying ‘at risk’ students could be of particular 

value for implementing preventative measures. PP has emphasized the value of prevention and 

building resilience to psychological adversity (Baumgardner & Crothers, 2010). Such approaches may 

be particularly valuable to HE and investigating preventative strategies is considered an important 

agenda (Callender et al.). This research has indicated that interventions focused on TP modification 

(I.e. developing Past-Positive and BTP) and CS (Hope and Self-Regulation) may potentially offer 

preventative strategies for susceptible students. Furthermore, they may enhance student success 

and well-being. Future researchers are encouraged to examine such interventions in an HE setting. 

The success, well-being and psychological health of undergraduate students are concepts of 

particular interest to those in educational research and other areas of HE. In the present economic 

climate, a Degree from an English University (and many other countries) has become a costly 

endeavour and students want more from their investment. Both TP and CS offer an additional 

understanding of the student experience, adding value in both academic and theoretical contexts, 

whilst providing a useful understanding to those in pastoral, counselling or guidance roles in post 

compulsory education. It is hoped this research will encourage further examination of these 

constructs in HE and that their application may help improve the lives of university students. 
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