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The Character Strengths Response:
An Urgent Call to Action
Neal H. Mayerson*

VIA Institute on Character, Cincinnati, OH, United States

A model on the role of character strengths in individual, collective, and species success
is proffered. It is derived from viewing character strengths from a species perspective
as opposed to one of individual differences/personality psychology. The history of the
VIA initiative on character science is overviewed, and results to date are summarized
in terms of promoting well-being, helping to accomplish aspirational intentions, and
allowing the greater good of the collective to grow. “The character strengths response”
is described as the response capacities that character strengths may enable for
helping us fulfill the human promise of surviving, thriving, and successfully creating
a next-generation so that individuals and the collective flourish while also living in
harmonious balance with other species. An argument is presented that there is an
urgent need for advancing population-wide psychological maturity to be better prepared
to navigate the difficult decisions that accompany growing technological powers, and
that the character strengths response warrants special attention of research funding to
accomplish this imperative.
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PATHWAYS TO HUMAN FLOURISHING

Let’s assume that humans, like other life forms, are endowed with and develop capacities to
perpetuate the species. This requires that individuals survive, grow, and produce a successful
next generation without substantially diminishing or debilitating the greater collective from doing
the same. Otherwise, to the degree individuals would use their capacities for self-interest only,
without consideration of the impact on others, a species would dwindle, much like the attrition
that is experienced in the well-known game of “musical chairs.” Each round of the game reduces
the group until there is only one left sitting at the end. Capacities that promote the individual
without diminishing others’ success thereby take on a special importance. The VIA character strengths
(Peterson and Seligman, 2004) are such capacities.

Character strengths enable individual flourishing while at the same time allowing for others to
do the same, and sometimes may even enable flourishing in others via inspiration and improved
cooperation. They also contribute to resilience in the face of challenges and difficulties, and, as
will be described herein, may serve to temper the aggressive and avoidant behaviors that are
aroused in the face of perceived threat, commonly known as the fight-or-flight reflex. In this latter
role, they can help prevent naturally adaptive defense strategies from deforming into exaggerated
misappropriations of violence, and can prevent maladaptive escapism from real problems that are
in need of attention. Finally, character strengths can contribute to successfully establishing a next
generation. Looking at character strengths from the long-range evolutionary perspective of species
success illuminates ways in which character strengths can be deployed robustly to advance the
current lives of individuals and their communities.

Thanks to the authors represented herein, and many other pioneering researchers and
practitioners, we are expanding our knowledge of these positive psychological characteristics
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that Drs. Peterson and Seligman (2004) illuminated 20 years ago
in their groundbreaking book Character Strengths and Virtues
and that was presciently recognized by Dr. Howard Gardner as
“. . .one of the most important initiatives in psychology of the past
half century ” (comment noted with the publication of Character
Strengths and Virtues, 2004).

A YOUNG AND URGENT SCIENCE

The 20 years since the inception of the VIA Institute on
Character’s initiative on character strength science may seem like
a long time, but it’s really not when framed in terms of how
long humans have existed and may exist into the future. Modern
human beings are estimated to be about 200,000 years old, and
it is arguable that we did not begin to apply scientific methods
to understand ourselves psychologically until Wilhelm Wundt
established the first psychological laboratory 141 years ago in
1879. So, relatively speaking, scientific understanding of our
psychological dimension is a very new epistemological pursuit.
And, it has only been the past 20 years that a deliberate effort
has been going on to create a cohesive scientific knowledge of
character strengths. In the big picture of how long our species has
existed and how much longer we hope to exist, character strength
science is in its infancy. Gott (1993) statistically calculates that, at
a 95% confidence interval, we could survive as long as 8 million
years and points out that our direct ancestor, Homo Erectus,
survived 1.4 million years while Neanderthals lasted only about
300,000 years. While no one knows how long the human species
will last, it seems reasonable that we may survive for many more
generations to come and that our scientific attention to our
psychological nature is young. So, it is only in the last seven
one-hundredths of one percent of our life to date that we have
been scientifically delving into our psychological nature, and only
the past 20 years of those 141 years have we specifically been
targeting our strengths of character! Given that we may possibly
have millions of years yet in front of us, we have many, many years
of discovery to which we can look forward.

As you review this volume, you will see we’ve learned a lot in
this relatively brief period of time. We are at the very beginning
of a long journey ahead which undoubtedly will uncover so
much more about the positive personality characteristics with
which we are endowed and how they can be utilized to achieve
the promise of our human species to actualize our own success
without diminishing the same for other people or other living
species. It excites the imagination to wonder what the future of
this initiative holds in store for us!

Another perspective worth considering as we take this
moment in time to reflect on the past 20 years of the VIA
character strength science initiative, is one that highlights the
urgency of this work. People born in the late 19th century came
into a world without commercially available motorized vehicles,
airplanes or televisions, without home computers, cell phones,
or the Internet, without nuclear weapons or remote controlled
drone bombers, without genetic engineering capabilities to
design life and clone mammals, and with only rudimentary
scientific understanding of the psychological dimension of being

human. In a mere two or three generations, of the thousands
of generations human beings have been around, scientific
discoveries have been profoundly rapid and related innovations
remarkable. We now live in a world in which:

1. 4.4 billion passengers book airline flights globally,
physically connecting everyone on the planet in
unprecedented ways.

2. The Internet and cell phones instantly offer connections
between 4 billion people globally.

3. Eight mammalian species have been successfully cloned,
including sheep, horses, dogs, wolves, and cats.

4. CRISPR technology makes genetic engineering cheaper
and faster such that it can be more readily performed,
leading to a report in 2018 of the first gene-edited human
babies (Ledford, 2019).

5. Artificial intelligence is leading not only to robots that do
household chores such as vacuuming, but also that can
become “emotionless”, unbiased decision makers when it
comes to killing in war, life and death decisions in hospitals,
and criminal sentencing.

6. Medical advances now enable the artificial extension
of individuals’ lives longer than ever before with life-
sustaining medical devices.

7. Military weaponry now includes nuclear weapons which
are proliferating and remote-controlled drones capable of
bombing and surveillance.

8. Increasing numbers of people have voice-activated
assistance devices listening in on them continuously
and personal information stored in the public sphere of
the Internet.

With these advances in scientific knowledge come ethical
decisions requiring wisdom and psychological maturity
(Grinbaum and Groves, 2013; New Scientist, 2017). The ethical
issues inherent with the above technological advancements may
be obvious. With the advent of contagious disease, how do we
control transmission given our physical interconnectedness
related to global transportation? How do we manage the Internet
so as to connect people positively and purvey accurate news
and information while controlling it from being a forum for
leveraging hate, misinformation, and criminal activity? How
will we decide what smart machines to develop and how to
deploy them? How will we decide what genetic engineering
of plants, animals, and humans will be done despite lack of
knowledge of off-target effects? Whose vision of the way things
“should be” will guide those decisions? Will we design population
control programs and, if so, who will select populations and
characteristics to eradicate? How will we resolve our geopolitical
conflicts without unleashing untoward damage from weapons of
mass destruction and cyberwarfare?

In this paper I suggest that science-based answers to the above
questions, and the many like-kind questions that will continue to
accrue as we expand our physical science knowledge, reside in the
science of human psychology, especially the science of character
strengths and virtues. It is asserted herein that the rate of growth
in this psychological knowledge is lagging far behind the rate
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characterizing our physical science knowledge, and that this ever-
growing differential defines an emerging “danger gap” worthy of
our immediate attention.

At a conceptual level a graph plotting progress over time in
growing our knowledge and capabilities regarding our physical
and psychological domains reveals the following. Figure 1
below shows the top line which indicates our growth in
knowledge from our physical sciences and the technological
innovations resulting from this knowledge. It shows a steep
positive slope. This is not a curve plotted with actual data
points, but instead only meant to indicate a strong rate
of growth. These advancements have been nothing short of
amazing. Then, the bottom line shows growth related to
understanding ourselves psychologically, and it is relatively
flatter, despite advancements in treating psychological suffering
and the evidence indicating that a person born today is less
likely to die directly at another person’s hands than in the
past (Pinker, 2011). Again, the depicted curve is not based on
actual data points but only meant to convey a slower rate of
growth compared to the top line. How much can we claim to be
more mature than our predecessors when it comes to resolving
conflict better, living with each other and our environment
more harmoniously, and avoiding misappropriations of our
aggression, fear, greed, envy, lust, jealousy, and power? To
what degree can we claim advancements in our levels of
wisdom, transcendence, temperance, humanity, justice, and
moral courage? It is the author’s opinion that while incremental
improvements might be argued to have occurred over time,
they pale in comparison to the growth in physical science-
based technologies. This graph reveals that, over time, the gap
between our technological advancements and our psychological
maturity is ever widening. As this gap grows, the risks inherent
in missteps of judgment as regards the application of these
technological innovations grow as well, thereby warranting the
label of “danger gap” for this growing divergence. In this context
it should be noted that, though Gott (1993) estimated an outside
range for human survival at 8 million years, his calculation
indicates that on the short end our species might only survive
another 5,000 years! Without a deliberate effort to advance
our psychological capacities much more rapidly, this gap will
continue to widen and the danger to us all will grow more

FIGURE 1 | The danger gap.

ominous. This article aims to make the case that character
strengths science is currently the most promising psychological
framework for becoming the focal point of intense exploration to
narrow the danger gap.

THE VIA INITIATIVE: A NEW SCIENCE OF
CHARACTER STRENGTHS

This journey to create a dedicated scientific effort to understand
what’s best in human beings and how we can use those
characteristics to build good lives for ourselves and others began
in 1999 when Dr. Neal H. Mayerson contacted Dr. Martin E.P.
Seligman. The latter was President of the American Psychological
Association and was conceiving of a new “positive psychology”
to complement the profession’s emphasis on remediating human
suffering from psychological disorders. As a practicing clinical
psychologist, business entrepreneur, and philanthropist, Dr.
Mayerson found Dr. Seligman’s vision compelling. Dr. Mayerson
determined to provide the philanthropic support needed to
build out what Dr. Seligman conceived to be the “backbone”
of this new positive psychology effort, namely the illumination
of personal characteristics that propel positive emotions and
behaviors and which can be nurtured by social institutions.
Good fortune touched this initiative at its beginning when Dr.
Christopher Peterson became enamored of this vision enough
to sign on to dedicate 3 years of his professional life full-time
to co-leading this initiative. Over the next 3 years Drs. Peterson
and Seligman spearheaded an unprecedented effort to take a
snapshot of what, to that point, was the best thinking on the
key psychological characteristics people possess that help us
build fulfilling lives and good societies. Parenthetically, though
positive psychology quickly became focused on happiness, it can
be noted that the originating vision was to build a much broader
science, one that looks at the full breadth of what constitutes
“a good life” throughout all of the up and down phases we all
experience in our lives.

Recognizing the long-term nature of understanding the
psychology of character strengths scientifically, Dr. Mayerson
established the non-profit organization VIA Institute on
Character to support this work and pledged to Drs. Seligman
and Peterson to have this organization steward the initiative
into the future and disseminate its work broadly. The VIA
Institute’s 3-year project collaborated with 55 psychology scholars
and leading figures in the field of positive youth development.
The main purposes of the initiative were to lay the intellectual
foundation for this new science and to offer the two basic tools
any science needs to make progress – namely a nomenclature
with operational definitions of the main topics of interest,
and tools for measuring these key constructs in adults and
youth. A comprehensive overview of thinking was performed
covering the major religions and philosophies from Eastern
and Western traditions as well as notions from major works
in the humanities and contemporary schema of organizations
such as the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts of America. An effort to
capture most of this knowledge into broad categories resulted
in the 6 categories now known as the VIA Virtues – wisdom,
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courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence.
The task then became to detail out these broad constructs with
their component elements or dimensions. For example, the
construct of Temperance was assigned the component parts of
forgiveness, humility, prudence, and self-control. A rigorous
process was established using a set of 10 selection criteria for
reviewing the multitude of specific characteristics considered
as candidates. Among the most important considerations
were that the characteristic be elemental in terms of not
readily being understood as a combination of other elemental
characteristics, that it be universally considered as positively
valued across cultures, including some of the most remote
indigenous areas on the planet (Biswas-Diener, 2006), and that
it be malleable. The resulting 24-character strengths were then
conceptually assigned to one of the Virtue categories, with
the understanding that as empirical knowledge accumulated
and warranted changes in classification or removal altogether,
that the scientific evidence would lead the way forward. After
articulating the VIA Classification of Character Strengths and
Virtues, psychometrically sound measures were developed for
use with both adults and youth, known as the VIA Inventory of
Strengths (VIA-IS, or VIA Survey) and VIA Inventory for Youth.
The totality of this initiative was summarized and published as
Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification
and authored by Drs. Peterson and Seligman (2004) with
substantial contributions from the 55 scholars.

After about a year of offering the VIA measurement tools and a
free results report online, the response worldwide indicated that
the work on character strengths resonated broadly. Along with
markers indicating that positive psychology was taking hold, such
as national and international conferences, professional journals,
book publications, and media coverage, the VIA Institute staffed
up to be able to steward this work into the future. Despite
the tragically premature death in 2012 of the genius behind
this work, Dr. Chris Peterson, the testament to his genius and
Dr. Seligman’s has been the continuous growth of this work.
At the time of this writing, on average, a person takes the
VIA Survey every 10 seconds of every minute of every hour
of the year, and that rate has been accelerating every year!
It has been translated into over 41 languages, and over 700
research articles have been published on the VIA character
strengths, their classification, and measurement (Via Institute
on Character, 2020a,b). Thought leading books have translated
this emerging science into practical guides for coaches, mental
health professionals, managers and educators as to how they
can apply character strengths in their work (Niemiec, 2018) and
how laypeople can develop any of their 24-character strengths to
improve their lives (Niemiec and McGrath, 2019).

WHAT WE’VE LEARNED ABOUT
CHARACTER STRENGTHS

In terms of the basic aims of establishing a nomenclature for
building a new scientific effort along with tools of measurement,
we have learned the following. First, as Peterson and Seligman
initially presented, the VIA Classification was intended to be an

intellectual framework to begin generating meaningful scientific
activity despite it admittedly being an imperfect beginning point.
Given the above mentioned volume of research articles that have
been published, the VIA Classification has been doing its job
to initiate what promises to be a long road of scientific inquiry.
And, despite some debate on its merits (Banicki, 2014; McGrath,
2018; Snow, 2018), the Classification has been largely supported
by empirical research (McGrath et al., 2018; Ruch et al., 2019).
There has not yet been an accumulation of compelling evidence
to suggest the need for modifying the Classification [but see initial
efforts by Ruch and Proyer (2015)].

Regarding measurement, efforts at continuous improvement
have been ongoing, with the most recent suite of measurement
tools being released in 2018 by the VIA Institute. Results to date
indicate that we are able to measure the 24-character strengths
and the six virtues in accordance with conventional psychometric
standards (see technical report for the suite of VIA assessments,
McGrath, 2019).

As the beam of 24-character strengths has been passed through
the prism of scientific inquiry, three notable refractions have
become evident, as described below and depicted in Figure 2.

The first refraction has to do with well-being. Character
strengths define essential aspects of our personal identity, and
well-being is related to congruence between who we are and
what we do. Robust associations between character strengths
expressions and a variety of broad constructs indicative of well-
being have been found (Wagner et al., 2019), and positive
emotions that are markers of well-being have been associated
with character strengths (Güsewell and Ruch, 2012). Since the
character strengths have been selected based on being universally
valued, which has been empirically supported (McGrath, 2015),
conceptually they are expected to be reinforced generally by
others when we display them. This leads to feelings of acceptance
and appreciation that also are important contributors to well-
being. In addition to being externally reinforced, character
strengths are intrinsically fulfilling – we feel good when we
recognize them in ourselves and when we express them. Thus,
even in environments that are not supportive of a signature
strength, expressing the strength can nonetheless be fulfilling.
For example, a person might have creativity as an important

FIGURE 2 | Utility of character strengths.
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element in their identity, and, despite living in an environment
that does not encourage nor reward creativity, the person might
nonetheless find meaningful fulfillment from privately creative
behavior. Peterson and Seligman (2004) described this as being
akin to the Aristotelian notion of eudaemonia in which actions
are intrinsically fulfilling in and of themselves, despite whether or
not they produce valued outcomes.

A second refraction revealed by character strengths science
has to do with their instrumentality. Character strengths direct
us into meaningful and engaging activities to which we aspire,
both as individuals and in relationships with others. They help
us succeed in what we aim to accomplish. They fuel productivity.
First, the fact that the character strengths were selected based on
being positively valued throughout the ages and across cultures as
pathways to “a good life” inherently aligns them well as catalysts
of valued outcomes. Seligman has described in his PERMA
model of human flourishing (2012) how character strengths
are important pathways to each of the elements of flourishing:
positive emotions, intrinsic engagement, positive relationships,
sense of meaning and purpose, and accomplishments. And,
character strengths have been associated with productivity at
work, in the classroom, and in personal goal achievement (Linley
et al., 2010; Lavy and Littman-Ovadia, 2016; Weber et al., 2016).
They help us achieve what we want to do in life, and as such they
promote “well-doing” (Lottman et al., 2017).

These two refractions suggest that character strengths function
as psychological connective tissues, engaging who-we-are with
what-we-do so as to produce fulfilments. Findings showing
associations between character strengths and engagement in jobs
(Lavy and Littman-Ovadia, 2016; Bakker et al., 2019), classrooms
(Park and Peterson, 2008, 2009; Wagner and Ruch, 2015), and
relationships (Veldorale-Brogan et al., 2010; Guo et al., 2015;
Kashdan et al., 2017) support this insight.

The third refraction, and one that differentiates character
strengths from many other personality characteristics such as
neuroticism or aggressiveness, is that while they are advancing
the interests of the individual, they are not diminishing others’
opportunities to do the same. They drive the non-zero behaviors
that play such an important role in human progress (Wright,
2000), and may even promote expression of character strengths
in others. Early evidence is coming together to support this latter
assertion. Haidt (2003) described the phenomenon of “elevation”
as a positive emotion experienced upon witnessing virtuous
acts, and that it motivates individuals to act more virtuously
themselves. Numerous studies now show this emotion of
elevation, which is a dimension of the character strength known
as appreciation of beauty, leads people to not only be motivated
toward goodness but to actually behave prosocially (e.g., Schnall
and Roper, 2011). And, while emotional contagion, both negative
and positive, has been reported for quite some time (Hatfield
et al., 1994), more recently positive emotional contagion has
been noted to spread in surprising ways through real life social
networks (Fowler and Christakis, 2008) and even to transfer
through virtual social networks such as Facebook (Kramer et al.,
2014). In sum, this third refraction emphasizes how character
strengths hold the substantial potential for contributing to the
collective good.

TOWARD A THEORY: THE CHARACTER
STRENGTHS RESPONSE

At the outset of the VIA initiative on character strengths
and virtues there was a retreat held in Glasbern, Pennsylvania
with a diverse group including leading practitioners in the
field of positive youth development, professionals who played
a significant role in developing the DSM diagnostic manual of
mental illnesses, psychologists, philosophers, educators, and a
representative from the field of botany familiar with taxonomic
development. At that meeting it was underscored that a
true taxonomy requires an underlying theory regarding its
components. Recognizing that no consensually agreed upon
theory of character strengths and virtues existed at the time, it
was decided that the appropriate aspiration was a classification
as opposed to a true taxonomy. Hence, the VIA Classification
of Character Strengths and Virtues. At this point, 20 years
later, there still is no consensually agreed upon theory, but
there is thinking that is leading toward such a theory. While
character strengths science emerged mainly from the perspective
of individual differences/personality psychology, further insights
about them can be gleaned from an evolutionary perspective.

As described at the outset of this article, species succeed by
having their individuals survive, grow, and successfully establish
a next generation. A primary focus of positive psychology has
been thriving, which can be understood as the growing toward
one’s positive potentials. While a secondary focus has looked at
resilience in the face of difficulties, exploration of the role of
character strengths in producing resilient and aspiring offspring
is in its early stages, and exploration of their role in our repertoire
of survival instincts and strategies has not yet begun.

Figure 3 below summarizes a model of the role of character
strengths that emerges from the perspective of species success,
and that will be fleshed out in the sections to follow. It highlights
“the character strengths response” which can be understood
as our capacity to respond to life circumstances with our
character strengths so as to optimize individual and collective
success, and a response that can be developed from unconscious
competence, or incompetence, into conscious competence.
This model shows a facilitating role of character strengths
toward thriving, resilience, and successful creation of a next
generation through their influences on individuals’ intentions
and cooperative relationships. And it shows an attenuating
influence on our aggression and avoidance impulses that are
fundamental to our innate survival response. This attenuating
effect over the primitive fight-or-flight survival reflex is proposed
to keep those instincts from running amok into maladaptively
excessive aggression and avoidance, thereby giving promise to
promoting more peaceful cohabitating.

Thriving
Early in the advent of positive psychology Frederickson (2001)
described the “broaden and build” theory. It describes how
during times of threat our attention narrows to focus on the
danger at hand, “negative” emotions such as fear and anger are
aroused, and then behavioral responses to either fight or flee
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FIGURE 3 | A model of character strengths purposes.

get set in motion reflexively, but, when threat is less present,
and positive emotions have more breathing room to emerge,
they produce a broadening of attention allowing new learning
and building of capacities for future surviving and thriving. This
theory has garnered popularity as it is a useful way of thinking
not only about the roles of positive emotions, but more generally
the processes underlying positive psychological growth. Growth
is promoted by a broadening of our attentional bandwidth that
results in expanding opportunities for building new skills. Might
it be that when our sense of threat is lower, and our sense of safety
is higher, that our character strengths also move to the forefront
to help us grow toward our highest potential, individually and
collectively? It could be especially during these windows of
perceived safety that we broaden our capacities to survive and
thrive by “building-up” lesser strengths and “building-upon”
already prominent strengths. Advancement in building-upon
strengths can be accomplished by improving our expertise in
minimizing overuse and underuse and in finding the golden
mean of expression – the right strength in the right proportion
in the right circumstance. This hypothesis has yet to be tested.

Soon after Frederickson introduced her theory of positive
emotions, Seligman (2002a) introduced his model of “authentic
happiness” which later was modified into his PERMA model
of human flourishing Seligman (2012). The latter model
describes key elements contributing to flourishing, namely:
positive emotions and relationships, engaging and meaningful
activities, and achievement. This describes what we can direct
ourselves to broaden and build in order to create good lives

for ourselves and others. Character strengths are posited as
important pathways to each of these elements and we can
deploy them to build positive relationships, positive emotions,
and the other elements in this model. For example, curiosity
can lead toward engagement, positive relationships, and positive
emotions. Developing conscious competence in deploying our
character strengths to build out the key elements of flourishing
is a way for humanity to advance toward its positive potential.
Conscious competence results when automatic responses that
occur subconsciously are made conscious and their activation
becomes deliberate and practiced. For example, my automatic
inclination toward critical thinking can be made conscious and
thereby managed better so that it is not my first response
in situations where kindness or love, for example, might be
more appropriate.

More recently McGrath (2018) published compelling findings
from extensive factor analytic studies indicating three primary
factors appearing in VIA’s world database of character strengths.
He named these factors “inquisitiveness”, “caring”, and “self-
control” and described the confluence of this structure with
prior conceptual models of virtue. This empirical approach
suggests an underlying structure of the 24-character strengths
and provides another perspective of what specific capacities we
can direct our use of character strengths toward in order to
broaden and build. Namely, by broadening our capacities for
acquiring knowledge, establishing positive relationships of caring,
and managing impulses in service of successful performance
and goal attainment, we build our pathways to thriving. As
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individuals, and as a collective, our lives improve as we broaden
and build ourselves in each of these three domains.

Figure 3 depicts the above models, along with the original six
virtues model of the VIA Classification, as examples of targets
toward which we can direct our character strengths in order to
help us broaden and build toward thriving. These examples are
not definitive nor exhaustive, and the model described in Figure 3
is agnostic to theories of thriving. Instead, this model simply
asserts that, as key elements of thriving are illuminated, character
strengths can likely help us pursue these elements successfully.

Surviving/Resilience
While clarity is growing that character strengths are psychological
capacities that help us grow and thrive, their utility extends
further. As Seligman initially postulated, a focus on positive
characteristics not only promises to lead us to greater flourishing,
but, at the same time, might illuminate ways to prevent problems
and become more resilient in facing them (Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, 2002b). Common experience
teaches us that character strengths can be forged in the crucible
of the stresses and strains we encounter in life, and that they
can be instrumental in getting us through those challenges.
Niemiec (2019a,b) elaborated on the roles character strengths
can play in resilient coping with stress, while Harzer and Ruch
(2015) found that character strengths were connected with
improved coping with work stress and that they decreased the
negative effects of experienced stress. Shoshani and Slone (2016)
found that character strengths were associated with resilience
among adolescents exposed to lengthy periods of war, terrorism,
and political conflict. Peterson et al. (2008) even reported the
provocative finding that the more traumatic events an individual
reported the higher their character strength scores were. And,
Chopik et al. (2020) found stability of character strengths pre and
post military deployment.

And we can look at virtually any crisis that communities have
experienced and recount how character strengths came forth to
not only help ourselves weather the storm, but also to reach out
and help others. Peterson and Seligman (2003) compared scores
for people who completed the VIA Survey online 2 months before
the September 11, 2001 terrorist attack with those individuals
who completed the VIA Survey in the 2 months after the
attack, and found seven character strengths showed increases that
endured 10 months after the attack. Of course, limitations of their
methodology render the results suggestive of actual changes in
character strengths (Lamade et al., 2020) and not indicative. Or,
consider stories of righteous gentiles and upstanders during the
Holocaust, when people exercised bravery, kindness, creativity,
fairness and most of the other character strengths, despite great
peril to themselves (Paldiel, 2007). In the ordinary course of life,
many of us discover how strengths such as hope, perspective,
and compassion help us through tough losses, such as the loss
of a loved one, as well as helping us cope with disappointments
of various intensities. As stated by Niemiec (2019), “character
strengths offer an important role in buffering, reinterpreting,
managing, and transforming the adversities and problems of life”,
and he notes that all 24 strengths have been linked scientifically

at some point with resilience. This enables us to emerge from
challenges with strengths intact for moving forward positively.

Examining character strengths from the perspective of species
success points to how, in addition to helping us be resilient,
character strengths may play a role in helping us modulate over-
reaction of our fight-or-flight response, exemplified by levels of
aggression or avoidance out of proportion to the actual threat at
hand or misapplied to innocent targets. This fight-or-flight reflex
has physiological, behavioral, and emotional components, which
activate our motivation and capacity to effectively fight or flee
(Russel and Lightman, 2019). Fear, anger, and lust, as examples,
fuel aggressive behavior, as does activation of physiological
bursts of cortisol and adrenaline. Emotions, cognitions, and
physiological responses supporting fighting or fleeing surge with
mutually amplifying effects on each other. We get amped up
to deal with danger. Unchecked, these physiological, cognitive,
and emotional fuels can explode into grotesque aggression that is
misdirected and produces unnecessary collateral damage that is
not only maladaptive but also morally offensive. Again, consider
the Holocaust in which ordinary Germans, feeling economically
and culturally vulnerable, came to inaccurately perceive a
highly distorted level of threat misattributed to the Jewish race,
unleashing aggressive capacities designed for adaptive protection
that deformed into the vulgarities which mark this darkest period
in modern human history.

The proposed modulating effects of character strengths may
enable us to defend ourselves with wisdom, courage, temperance,
humanity, justice and transcendence. For example, it has been
found that the strengths of honesty, persistence, and love
moderate aggression (Park and Peterson, 2008). Many of us can
relate to times when our anger response ignited and we felt
adrenaline rushing into our body, only to have both impulses
moderated by finding perspective or love, as examples, thereby
bringing us to a more measured and appropriate response. Future
research and theory development into the role of the character
strengths response in modulating our survival instincts is needed
to determine the conditions under which, and the degree to which
this modulation can occur.

Creating the Next Generation
At a species level, successfully creating a next generation depends
on establishing and sustaining positive relationships that produce
offspring and bring necessary resources to rearing them to be
successful in life. Setting aside issues about the relevance of
whether children are reared by biological parents or others,
or single parents, it makes sense that the challenges of child-
rearing are substantial and that having more resources of
emotional, financial, cognitive, and relational supports furthers
successful child-rearing compared with the resources of one
person alone (Amato, 2001). As such, positive relationships
between healthy people sharing parenting responsibilities can
be expected to further the species-level goal of successful
reproduction. This points us to look at the role of character
strengths in sustaining positive relationships with others who
have roles in raising children.

Guo et al. (2015) reported that marriages with greater levels of
satisfaction were associated with children having greater levels of
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character strengths. And Waters and colleagues have found that
strengths-based parenting has a positive effect on child academic
achievement, stress coping, and life satisfaction (Waters, 2015a,b;
Waters et al., 2019). Kashdan et al. (2017) studied a community
sample of couples living together in a romantic relationship for
at least 6 months and found that relationships were stronger
along a number of dimensions when partners recognized and
appreciated character strengths in one another. And, the role
of character strengths in child rearing is further highlighted by
findings that parental well-being is associated with improved
child outcomes (e.g., Dumas and Wekerle, 1995; Leung and
Slep, 2006) and that character strengths are positively associated
with well-being.

So, character strengths can contribute to the well-being of
parents, to the positive relationship of parents with one another
and others involved in child-rearing, and to raising children with
improved health and well-being. Much more research on this
topic is needed.

Cooperating
The character strengths response model depicted in Figure 3
indicates that character strengths exert their influence through us
as individuals, but also posits that they may help us improve how
we work and live together. Cooperation not only enables effective
group efforts and individual achievements (Grant, 2013), but,
based on the social norm of the reciprocity principle (Gouldner,
1960), it also presents individuals with opportunities for personal
growth. Hence, the oft asserted pragmatic adage, “Personal
success is not so much determined by what you know as much
as by who you know”, and the aphorism “What goes around
comes around.” Doors of opportunity get opened, directly and
indirectly, by people with whom we have positive relationships.

Economic games are analogs of real-life situations that
are used to study the factors determining competition and
cooperation. In these games one player can compete for his/her
self-interest at the expense of others or by settling for a
lesser reward, or they can choose to cooperate with others
and get a greater reward but at the risk that others will
not also choose to cooperate in good faith (trust), which
would thereby undermine the promise of a higher payoff.
These well-researched experimental paradigms offer a method
for exploring how character strengths may impact cooperation
and competition. Pioneering researchers have begun to look at
individual differences in character strengths to see how they
impact decisions to compete and cooperate with one another in
economic games. These early explorations indeed suggest that
knowledge of individuals’ character strengths can add power to
predicting the degree to which subjects will be cooperative and
caring as opposed to selfish and unkind when presented with
dilemmas involving economic gain (Ruch et al., 2017; Jordan and
Rand, 2018). These early findings are encouraging for further
research of this kind.

And, early work has begun looking at the implications of
character strengths for understanding how employees cooperate
in work teams to influence productivity and quality of experience.
After reviewing models of team roles and functions (e.g.,
Belbin, 2012), the author articulated seven roles that occur as

employees work together in teams. These include the tasks (and
roles) of: creating ideas (idea creator), gathering information to
consider in deciding the value of the idea (information gatherer),
considering the evidence in making a decision (decision-maker),
implementing the decision (implementer), persuading others of
the merits of the new program/product (influencer), managing
relationships along the way (relationship manager), and keeping
energy going throughout the project (energizer). Willibald Ruch
and his colleagues established a reliable measure of these roles as
self-reported by employees, established the validity of this seven
function classification, developed an algorithm that utilized all
24 VIA character strength scores for each individual, and found
that this algorithm predicted which roles individuals reported as
enjoying and performing well (Ruch et al., 2016, 2018). They
then looked at actual work teams and discovered that balance
across the team in these character strength related roles predicted
self-reported and supervisor-reported measures that included
quality of team experience and aspects of performance (Gander
et al., 2018, 2020). For example, self-rated work satisfaction
and teamwork quality were predicted by a number of character
strengths, most strongly teamwork and love.

Character strengths hold promise for shedding light on
how we might work and live together better as a result
of understanding our own and each other’s character
strengths profiles.

FUTURE RESEARCH

Research, practice, and modeling to date on the VIA Classification
suggest the following potential lines of research for consideration:

Thriving
While association between character strengths and thriving has
been a robust finding, what is now needed are more intervention
studies to establish causal relationships.

1. a. Instrumentality: Does deliberate application of
character strengths to aspirational goals improve goal
achievement? Which specific strengths and strengths
combinations are best for achieving which specific
outcomes?

b. Well-being: Does well-being improve as one expands
the degree to which their life activities resonate
with signature strengths (character strengths especially
important to personal identity)? How is well-being
impacted by overuse of character strengths?

c. Collective good: Is there a character strengths contagion
phenomenon – i.e., does observation of character
strengths expression in others increase the likelihood of
character strength expression by observers?

Surviving
1. a. Resilience: What determines whether character

strengths are activated in the midst of challenges
and struggles, and, and later as they move past the
challenge? Does greater awareness and development
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of character strengths prior to a crisis result in greater
resilience through the crisis?

b. Modulating the fight-or-flight response: What
determines the degree to which character strengths
become coupled with angry and aggressive impulses
to appropriately modulate them? What are the
limiting factors of how much character strengths can
modulate aggression?

Child-Rearing
1. a. How can parents leverage their character strengths

to establish and maintain supportive relationships for
child-rearing?

b. How can parent knowledge of their own and each
other’s character strengths improve parenting?

c. Does deliberate effort to nurture children’s character
strengths lead to better child outcomes?

d. Can character strength related activities buffer against
negative childhood experiences and promote positive
adult functioning, as has been noted with the impact
of positive childhood experiences on adverse childhood
experiences (Bethell et al., 2019)?

System Dynamics
The intercorrelations of the character strengths suggest that
they may interact dynamically with one another as opposed to
asserting their influences individually (Breen et al., 2010).

1. a. How do combinations of character strengths and
profiles of character strengths impact behavioral
expressions?

b. Is there a “towing principle” in which top strengths can
help pull forward lesser strengths?

Interpersonal Dynamics
1. a. Are successful romantic relationships characterized by

some degree of similarity, thereby creating a bond of
belonging, along with some degree of complementarity
which stimulates growth and expands the capacities of
the coupled unit?

b. Can conflict be resolved by learning to see the other
person’s offensive behavior in terms of their character
strengths (Mayerson, 2016)?

c. Expansion of research using the economic games
research paradigms.

d. Can training couples to appreciate each other’s character
strengths improve distressed relationships?

e. Can corporate and governmental decision-making
teams improve based on deliberate consideration of
character strengths in team composition?

Contextualizing
Character strengths are expressed in contexts and therefore
we need to understand better how context elicits character
strength responses.

1. a. How do context characteristics determine which
character strengths are likely to be elicited – e.g., public

vs. private, strangers vs. close relationships, work
vs. social.

Strengths Spotting
1. a. What cues do we use to identify character strengths

in others?
b. In perceiving others’ strengths, do we have perceptual

or attributional biases, such as the self-confirming
tendency to see strengths that are most prominent
in ourselves?

Development Across Lifespan
We need longitudinal studies of the natural development
of the character strengths from birth onward to uncover
if there are critical periods for the development of certain
ones, and what processes seem most influential in setting
courses of development.

1. a. Do character strengths that have presumably lower
genetic loading and that are highly socialized (socialized
self) operate differently in a person’s life than those that
may be presumed to have high genetic loading and are
highly socialized as well (authentic self)?

b. Do some character strengths naturally develop at
different points in life (e.g., does spirituality emerge later
than curiosity)?

In all of these lines of inquiry, while we tend to look
initially for broad linear effects, we also need to progress to
studying specific effects, and ones that are non-linear. Regarding
specific effects, we need to learn more about which strengths
are best at playing what roles in which contexts. As an example,
perseverance has been suggested to play the most important
role for work performance (Littman-Ovadia and Lavy, 2015).
And, Shoshani and Slone (2012), in studying transition of
students from middle school, found that temperance strengths
were central in predicting school performance and well-being,
while interpersonal strengths best predicted social functioning at
school. And, signature strengths at work influenced behavioral
outcomes while the “happiness strengths” of zest, gratitude,
love, curiosity, and hope had the greatest influence on psycho-
emotional outcomes such as meaning and satisfaction (Littman-
Ovadia et al., 2016). A summary of specific effects that have
already been published would be a good first step.

With regard to non-linear effects, Gander et al. (2020) found
that certain team roles, that are differentially predicted by
character strengths profiles, have a quadratic relationship with
team performance, meaning too little of that role in a team hurts
performance and too much of that role also hurts performance.
In this same study they did not find any quadratic relationships
between specific character strengths representations on a team
and team performance. That being said, the question about
whether there can ever be too much of a character strength
remains an open one. Studying strengths “overuse” (Niemiec,
2019b) might require quadratic analysis of strengths-in-specific-
situations. For example, too little curiosity or love of learning
in a student might harm performance and too much might also
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be detrimental by sending the student down tangential paths
of interest that are off-task from learning the course-specific
content. Shin and Grant (2020) found an inverted “U” shaped
curve relationship between procrastination and creativity.

Finally, future research might consider the work of Todd
Rose (2015) in which he points out the potential advantages
of utilizing non-ergodic research methods. He explains that
conventional social science statistics and methods are based on
ergodic theory that focuses on group averages, and that the
underlying assumptions of this approach require that one can
only use group averages to infer predictions about individuals
if a.) every member of the group is identical, and b.) every
member of the group will remain the same in the future. These
criteria obviously do not apply to human research subjects,
yet we do tend to translate findings from group studies to
individual applications. Non-ergodic approaches might provide
new insights to complement what gets uncovered with the
conventional ergodic methods used in social science. A non-
ergodic approach might be especially applicable to studying
the natural course of development of the character strengths
across the lifespan as well as changes in character strengths,
especially signature strengths, over time and conditions (Wright
and Zimmerman, 2019: Beck and Jackson, 2020).

CLOSING THE “DANGER GAP”: A CALL
TO ACTION

Character strengths science has revealed character strengths as
psychological levers that a.) can influence a broad range of
universally valued outcomes, b.) can be studied scientifically,
and c.) resonate broadly with the lay public. They are readily
understood, measured, and utilized. Research findings to date
suggest they hold great promise to be able to be deployed
to simultaneously enable good lives for ourselves and others,
help prevent excessive violence and escapism, and help us
successfully parent next generations. Because we are living
in a world in which we have ever-increasing technological
powers that require wise decision-making, focusing on character
strengths science takes on an immediate urgency. Certain
errors in judgment as to the application of our technologies
can have devastatingly negative impacts. We stand on a
precipice that is only getting more and more unstable as time
marches on, and advancing our collective psychological maturity
is an imperative.

Character strengths science holds the promise of
accomplishing our immediate, mid-term, and long-term
goals. Our immediate goal is to make the most of our individual
lives while not unnecessarily diminishing others’ capacities
for doing the same. Our mid-term goal is to set the stage for
our next generation to advance further in constructing good
lives for themselves and each other. And, our long-term goal
is to set in motion a trajectory to enable successive generations
to keep advancing further and further toward fulfilling the
ultimate human promise.

The immediate call to action is to increase allocation of
financial resources to character strengths science so that we

can discover their full potential. As described herein, given the
need for broadscale psychological growth and the potential for
the character strengths response to have broad ranging impacts
to set us on a positive course individually and collectively,
character strengths science stands at the forefront in terms of
warranting further funding support. Pursuing answers to the
research questions above will directly position us better to reduce
the danger gap described herein which has an immediacy about
it. Fortunately, even modest adjustments in existing financial
resources will make a huge difference. The author appeals to
funders to prioritize just a fractional amount of their budgets to
character strengths science, since such an allocation from various
sources can provide an immense boost to this important research
area to help discover the degree to which these psychological tools
can help as much as the early research returns suggest they might.

Secondly, we now know enough about ourselves as
psychosocial beings to warrant immediate widespread
application of this knowledge in our social institutions.
Schools have a critical role to play (Linkins et al., 2015).
It is realistic to imagine an upcoming generation that
has been inculcated each and every year with advancing
knowledge about social and psychological resilience and
wellbeing, and how to deploy our full range of psychological
capacities to both flourish and be appropriately protective
and successful through difficulties and crises. It is time now
for character strengths science to become part of the core
sciences and humanities curricula. Beyond schools, one
can envision that organizations of all types will come to
leverage the strengths of their employees and members as a
fundamental aspect of organizational culture (Adler, 2008).
Businesses can become places where employee’s strengths
are magnified and then refracted into society through
their personal lives.

It is now time to be determined about nurturing widespread
positive psychological mindedness, in particular our capacities
for virtuousness. As it has been noted that our brains are
wired to pay greater attention to negative events than positive
ones (Ito et al., 1998; Vaish et al., 2008; Soroka et al., 2019),
so it may also be that the impulse driving our “character
strengths response” is considerably weaker than our survival
response. This means that we should expect that efforts to
strengthen this response will need to be especially substantive and
sustained. We need to appropriate much greater efforts than we
have to date.

Our human promise is rooted in the broad range of positive
capacities we possess and are able to grow to sustain our
own longevity while living in respectful balance with other
living species. Character strengths are important endowments
we possess for delivering this promise and it has become urgent
that we marshal our resources to advance our understanding
of them. They are tangible psychological levers that we can
operate to develop the grit and the grace we need currently and
into the future.

This generation, and more so the one that follows, and the one
that follows that, can develop the “character strength response”
to the point of becoming a powerful enough response to position
us better to manage wisely the powers we keep amassing.
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The tools are in our hands, and the time is now, to build the
fulcrum around which humanity can begin tipping toward its
highest promise.
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