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ABSTRACT

Character strengths are morally valued trait-like personality characteristics which contribute to
fulfillments that comprise the good life, for oneself and for others. In two studies, we tested
the assignment of the 24 character strengths of the VIA classification to the 6 virtues. In Study
1 (N = 225), participants gave descriptions of situations where they applied their highest
character strength in an excellent manner and rated each of these situations with respect to
the six virtues. In Study 2 (N = 146) participants judged the degree to which each character
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strength fulfills the six functions associated with the virtues. The results converged with the
theoretical model for most of the 24 character strengths. Additionally, we consider both
dichotomous and polytomous assignments of character strengths to virtues and compare the
results with earlier findings and factor analyses of the VIA-IS. Further research using different
approaches is suggested to proposealternative assignments of character strengths to virtues.

Introduction

With the VIA Classification, Peterson and Seligman
(2004) introduced a model of character that entails
both a vertical dimension, representing elements of the
good character at different conceptual levels of abstrac-
tion (i.e., virtues, character strengths, and situational
themes), and a horizontal dimension, distinguishing
among different entries within each level of abstraction.
Virtues - core characteristics valued by moral philoso-
phers and religious thinkers — are most abstract and six
are distinguished, namely wisdom and knowledge, cour-
age, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence.
These virtues are considered to be universal. Character
strengths are at the mid-level of abstraction and they are
seen to be the psychological ingredients defining the
virtues. At the horizontal level, 24 character strengths are
distinguished, such as humility, hope, or appreciation of
beauty and excellence. Situational themes are the spe-
cific habits that lead people to manifest given character
strengths in given situations (Peterson & Seligman,
2004). While the number of situational themes will be
high, a detailed study of them has not started yet.
Preceding this model, four lines of development
occurred, namely, (a) the process by which the entries
(character strengths, virtues) were generated and their
number was decided upon, (b) the generation of defining
criteria from which to determine the inclusion or exclu-
sion of candidate character strengths, (c) the decision on

ways to classify the character strengths; i.e., illuminating
how character strengths may be similar or dissimilar to
each other, and (d) the postulates of how many character
strengths need to be present to enable a virtue but also
how the virtues together define the good character.
Regarding (a), the study of the virtue catalogues
from different regions of the world over the past two
millennia helped to identify ‘core virtues' (see
Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & Seligman, 2005). Core virtues
describe an abstract ideal and encompass a number of
more specific virtues having a coherent resemblance
to one another and that can be reliably subsumed
under a recognizable higher-order category. Virtues
that could not easily be classified within one core
virtue category were considered distinct. The core vir-
tues may differ in content across cultures and they are
also not deemed to be equally ubiquitous. Justice and
humanity made every tradition’s list and were named
explicitly; temperance and wisdom were next, by
emerging reliably and explicitly in almost all cultures.
Transcendence was rarely nominated explicitly, but
inherent when higher meaning or purpose in life is
talked about, whether religiously underpinned or not.
Finally, courage was least ubiquitous; it was frequently
explicitly nominated (on most lists) but missing even
thematically from others (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005). The
core virtues — also referred to as ‘High Six’ - are also
relevant for (c); i.e., the discussion of how character
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strengths are similar (or dissimilar) to each other
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

For identifying the character strengths, there were
several stages between a first list of characteristics that
may be related to a ‘good life’ to the final 24 entries that
often represented clusters of terms with ‘family resem-
blance’, i.e., they stem from different research traditions
and share many common features but are not exact
replicas of each other (e.g., hope, optimism, future-
mindedness, future orientation). With the aim of being
as exhaustive as possible, many sources were consulted
including more traditional lists of character strengths
and virtues to more mundane ones (e.g., statements of
Boy Scouts or attributes of the Klingon Empire; cf,,
Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

Regarding (b), the number of criteria increased from 7 to
10 (Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2005; Peterson & Seligman,
2004), and more recently to 12 (Peterson & Park, 2009; see
Ruch & Stahlmann, 2019). Next to being trait-like and
morally valued, the first criterion is especially important: ‘a
strength contributes to various fulfillments that constitute
the good life, for oneself and for others’ (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004, p. 17). This central criterion highlights
that predictive validity is paramount for a character
strength. This criterion is also important when discussing
(c), i.e,, the ways of classifying character strengths.

Regarding (c), Peterson and Seligman (2004) write
that the core virtues were used to organize the longer
list of more specific character strengths. They write ‘In
each case, we can think of several ways to achieve the
general virtue, and our eventual measurement goal led
us to focus on these more specific routes (what we term
strengths) to the High Six. Thus, the virtue of “humanity”
is achieved by the strengths of kindness and generosity
on the one hand versus loving and being loved on the
other. The virtue of temperance similarly has several
routes: modesty and humility, self-control and self-
regulation, and prudence and caution. The practical
implication of this classification is that it suggests
which character strengths are similar and which are
not’ (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 51). Thus, strengths
are ‘processes or mechanisms [...] that define the

virtues. Said another way, they are distinguishable
routes to displaying one or another of the virtues’ (p.
13). There is also an alternative and supplementary inter-
pretation. They specify that character strengths that are
similar to each other share a common function (p.
29-30). According to the authors (p. 29-30) wisdom
and knowledge is composed of ‘cognitive strengths
that entail the acquisition and use of knowledge’, while
courage refers to ‘emotional strengths that involve the
exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of oppo-
sition, external or internal’ (see Table 1).

Table 1 shows the 24 character strengths, their theo-
retical assignment to the core virtues, and the shared
functions, as suggested by Peterson and Seligman
(2004). The assignment of character strengths to virtues
is preliminary and is subject to change. “We urge the
reader not to be too concerned about the details of how
we classified the 24 strengths under the six virtues. We
have not measured the virtues per se; they are too
abstract and general. We measured only the strengths,
and if the data suggest — for example - that playfulness
belongs elsewhere because of its co-occurrence with
other strengths, we will gladly move it” (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004, p. 30). Indeed, the only study conducted
so far examining how prototypical a strength is for the
virtues suggests that humor could be subsumed under
humanity (Ruch & Proyer, 2015).

Regarding (d), Peterson and Seligman (2004) suggest
that an individual will rarely display all of the character
strengths assigned to one virtue — displaying one or two
character strengths of a virtue is sufficient to deem the
individual as possessing this virtue. Thus, to be considered
of good character, an individual would need to display
one or two character strengths from each virtue group.

Lots of work is needed to provide empirical under-
pinning of the four points discussed above. While
a rather large amount of research has been accumu-
lated based on the VIA Classification, little effort has
been made to test the underlying set of hypotheses.
For instance, while the results presented by Ruch and
Proyer (2015) suggest that all of the character strengths
except humor surpass the threshold of being an

Table 1. Functions the strengths of six clusters share/representing different routes to the high six.

Strength cluster

Core virtue/High

1 Creativity, Curiosity, Judgment, Love of learning,
Perspective

Shared function six
cognitive strengths that entail the acquisition and use of knowledge Wisdom &
knowledge

2 Bravery, Perseverance, Honesty, Zest emotional strengths that involve the exercise of will to accomplish goalsin Courage
the face of opposition, external or internal
3 Love, Kindness, Social intelligence interpersonal strengths that involve tending and befriending others Humanity
4 Teamwork, Fairness, Leadership civic strengths that underlie healthy community life Justice
5 Forgiveness, Humility, Prudence, Self-regulation strengths that protect against excess Temperance
6 Appreciation of beauty and excellence, Gratitude, Hope, strengths that forge connections to the larger universe and provide Transcendence

Humor, Spirituality meaning




acceptable marker for their assigned virtue, several
character strengths were considered markers of more
than one virtue (e.g., teamwork was a good marker for
justice, but also for humanity). This raises the question
of whether a dichotomous assignment of each charac-
ter strength to only one virtue is appropriate, or
whether a polytomous assignment (i.e., assigning
a strength to multiple virtues) would be more appro-
priate — a question that would be highly relevant for
testing (d). At the same time, other authors have also
raised concerns regarding the connection between
character strengths and virtues and the classification
of certain character strengths (Miller, 2019), suggesting
the need for additional research to clarify these ques-
tions. Furthermore, some authors have suggested
addressing the question of structure by means of factor
analytic approaches (e.g., McGrath, 2014, 2015; Ng, Cao,
Marsh, Tay, & Seligman, 2017; Ruch et al., 2010). We
argue that this approach has its own merits, but pro-
vides answers to a different question (see also Ruch &
Proyer, 2015).

In the original publication, Peterson and Seligman
(2004, p. 31) write "[t]he classification we present here
is not a finished product, and we expect it to change in
the years to come, as theory and research concerning
character strengths proceed. After all, the DSM has
taken more than 50 years to attain its current form.
We anticipate that our classification of character
strengths will similarly evolve, by adding or deleting
specific strengths of character, by combining those that
prove redundant, by reformulating their organization
under core virtues, and by more systematically evaluat-
ing them vis-a-vis our 10 criteria”. As also highlighted
by McGrath (2019), the VIA Classification was concep-
tualized as a starting point, and the hypotheses pre-
sented in the classification are open for testing. Fifteen
years after its publication, the VIA Classification has
been proven useful in numerous studies, and several
of the hypotheses mentioned in Peterson and Seligman
(2004) have received empirical support. At the same
time there are still many open questions. We argue
that revisions of the existing model should be based
on sound empirical research and confirmed in multiple
studies using a broad array of methodological
approaches.

The present study attempts to provide additional data
to further assess the appropriateness of the assignments of
character strengths to virtues as proposed by Peterson and
Seligman. The suggestions by Peterson and Seligman
(2004) allow for empirically testing the relationships
between character strengths and virtues in several ways
to supplement the results reported so far (Ruch & Proyer,
2015).
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Aims and overview of the present studies

We present two studies that examine the perceived
relations between character strengths and virtues using
two different approaches: Character strengths as alter-
native routes to a virtue (Study 1) and the perceived
functions of character strengths (Study 2) will be exam-
ined. For example, the virtue of wisdom can be achieved
through the character strengths of creativity, curiosity,
love of learning, judgment, and perspective. Thus, spe-
cific behavioral acts of creativity, curiosity, or perspective
should all be considered instances of the virtue of wis-
dom and knowledge. Study 1 will examine whether high
scorers in these character strengths indeed show beha-
viors that can be characterized by this virtue.

Further, despite that these character strengths are
distinct, they are similar in that they all involve the
acquisition and use of knowledge (i.e., their function;
see Table 1). Thus, creativity, curiosity, love of learning,
judgment, and perspective should help towards the
acquisition and use of knowledge. Study 2 will examine
whether these five character strengths are seen as cog-
nitive strengths that entail the acquisition and use of
knowledge; that is, more so than these character
strengths display the other functions that were ascribed
to the other virtues of the VIA Classification.

Taken together, and supplemented by the results of
the study by Ruch and Proyer (2015), this will allow us to
investigate the congruence of the postulates of Peterson
and Seligman (2004) with the judgment of laypeople. The
expected results are not meant to revise the classification
at this point, but to start further research that might lead
to the discussion about whether the organization of
character strengths under core virtues needs revision.

Study 1

Based on the VIA Classification, one can postulate that the
different character strengths should facilitate virtues
selectively; e.g., that fairness should go along with more
acts of justice, and curiosity should be more aligned to
displays of wisdom and knowledge (Peterson & Seligman,
2004). While Ruch and Proyer (2015) examined the rela-
tionships between character strengths, as abstract
descriptions of generalized behavior, with virtues, Study
1 focuses on specific displays of character strengths. We
assumed that laypeople are able to provide more valid
judgments about specific behavior acts than of abstract
concepts. Further, we assumed that a character strength
should be possessed at least to a certain degree for
allowing the individual to display it adequately. This
should be the case for the highest-ranking strengths
within a person (so called signature strengths).
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Thus, Study 1 will look at recollections of specific
character strengths displays of the highest-ranking char-
acter strength of a person. In order to allow for sampling
a variety of behavior acts, we considered both excellent
displays (i.e., in which the strength was shown to a very
high degree), and typical, quotidian displays of character
strengths. We assumed that both types of displays will
be suggestive of their underlying virtue and that the
nature of the virtue will be the one the VIA
Classification predicts. If so, then having this strength
indeed paves the road to a particular virtue.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of N = 225 German-speaking parti-
cipants (80.9% women, 18.7% men, 0.4% other/not spe-
cified), aged 16 to 76 years (M = 33.81, SD = 17.96). A large
part of the sample (39.1%) held a degree from a university
or a university of applied sciences, while another 48.4%
held a diploma that would allow them to attend such
universities. Fewer participants had completed vocational
training (8.9%), secondary education (2.7%), or did not
graduate from school (0.9%). Overall, 43.1% of the sample
were German, 41.3% were Swiss, 10.2% were Austrian,
and 5.3% were citizens of other countries.

Instruments

The Character Behaviors Task asks participants to describe
their behavior in two specific situations, in which they
displayed their highest character strengths (e.g.
a situation in which a person showed the strength of
creativity). Beforehand, participants completed an instru-
ment for the assessment of character strengths (the VIA-
IS; Ruch et al.,, 2010) to determine their highest character
strength (without informing them that it is their highest
strength). Participants then received a description of this
character strength (taken from Ruch and Proyer (2015);
based on Peterson and Seligman (2004), descriptions) and
were asked to list five specific situations in their life, in
which they displayed this character strength in an excel-
lent or outstanding way. In the next step, participants
were asked to describe two of these examples in more
detail. In order to facilitate recall and to obtain as detailed
descriptions as possible, some questions were integrated
into the instruction (i.e., Where did the situation take
place? Who was there? What caused the situation, what
was going on, which thoughts, feelings and motivations
did you have? How did the situation end? How can some-
one recognize that you used the strength? What relevant
behaviors have been shown to exert the character
strength?). This procedure was repeated for situations in
which participants showed the strength in a usual, typical

way. Thus, each participant described a total of four
situations (two examples for excellent and usual situa-
tions each). An example of a situation description for an
excellent display of the character strength of love was
(shortened): ‘When my dad moved out and didn't take
care of his children anymore, my sister was very sad. In the
beginning, she often had minor and major breakdowns,
and was crying all the time. When | noticed this, | took
care of her and tried to make her talk. | wanted to help my
sister to get over it and talked a lot with her about getting
older and about letting go of beloved habits. So | was
often able to help her with her anguish, which has tre-
mendously strengthened our relationship.’

The Virtue Judgment Instrument asked participants to
rate the behavior examples in the Character Behavior Task
in terms of virtuousness (i.e., the degree of wisdom, cour-
age, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence in
these behaviors). Participants received definitions of the
virtues (based on Ruch & Proyer, 2015) and were shown
their previously provided description of their behavior
again. They were asked to rate their behaviors on
a visual analogue scale ranging from 0 (= ‘the virtue is
not shown’) to 100 (= ‘the virtue is shown to an extremely
high extent’). The order of the situations to be rated in the
Virtue Judgment Instrument was randomized.

Procedure

According to the university guidelines, no ethics approval
was required for this study. Participants were recruited via
university mailing lists, psychology magazine websites,
social platforms, and personal inquiry. Participants gave
their written consent for participation and received partial
course credit and/or an individual character strengths
profile. Participants first completed the VIA-IS, after
which their data was automatically analyzed. Afterwards,
they completed the Character Behavior Task and finally
the Virtue Judgment Instrument.

Results

Descriptive analyses
Sampile sizes, means, and standard deviations of the virtue
ratings for all behavior descriptions are given in Table 2.
To facilitate the interpretation of the ratings, we used
a score of > 50 as the cut-off for being a marker of
a virtue. As shown in Table 2, all character strengths
fulfilled the cut-off for at least one virtue. It should be
mentioned that several character strengths exceeded
the cut-off value for more than one virtue: Eight char-
acter strengths (creativity, curiosity, love of learning,
perseverance, kindness, teamwork, hope, and spiritual-
ity) marked two virtues, seven character strengths (per-
spective, zest, social intelligence, forgiveness, humility,
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Table 2. Mean virtue ratings for the 24 character strengths in Study 1.

Wisdom Courage Humanity Justice Temperance Transcendence

N M D M sD M D M sD M SD M SD

Creativity 66 79 14 54 29 47 29 30 24 26 23 47 28
Curiosity 20 54 10 51 31 29 16 16 17 31 31 40 28
Judgment 29 62 35 36 20 42 25 37 22 30 21 35 36
Love of learning 52 67 25 57 27 39 30 27 30 25 28 35 23
Perspective 32 76 24 62 34 61 24 46 32 47 30 46 26
Bravery 13 55 18 72 34 68 24 55 30 54 36 29 16
Perseverance 42 54 23 54 31 31 28 24 26 37 25 22 21
Honesty 16 81 17 83 14 75 18 78 20 52 35 29 9
Zest 23 56 21 66 23 71 13 36 23 41 15 42 32
Love 65 58 33 53 29 88 15 63 23 47 29 47 32
Kindness 24 47 28 35 32 93 7 54 34 22 19 40 26
Social intelligence 48 66 26 49 29 79 20 53 28 40 23 44 39
Teamwork 24 48 20 47 20 75 18 55 24 33 26 26 26
Fairness 12 56 9 46 31 57 33 77 14 62 14 46 25
Leadership 28 77 17 73 21 86 15 69 24 55 33 55 33
Forgiveness 28 64 26 50 26 77 23 50 27 74 16 48 37
Humility 31 34 21 23 25 59 22 50 20 53 19 32 31
Prudence 75 65 22 43 31 38 30 32 28 38 28 27 25
Self-regulation 55 46 28 27 20 27 27 19 20 59 19 27 20
ABE 48 53 23 28 24 52 26 20 17 21 21 61 20
Gratitude 28 68 13 52 18 73 22 48 36 54 35 58 26
Hope 24 60 28 66 26 48 34 31 25 39 25 34 26
Humor 24 53 20 50 17 65 15 23 13 28 17 16 5
Spirituality 53 48 24 40 21 52 23 29 29 35 22 55 29

Note. N refers to the number of observations; each participant provided between 1 and 4 observations. ABE = Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence.

appreciation of beauty and excellence, and humor)
marked three virtues, two character strengths (love and
fairness) marked four virtues, three character strengths
(bravery, honesty, and gratitude) marked five virtues,
and one strength (leadership) marked all the virtues.

Comparison with Peterson and Seligman (2004)
When comparing the character strengths that scored
above the cut-off with the VIA Classification, most of
the character strengths can be considered markers for
the virtue they were assigned to by Peterson and
Seligman (2004). Only prudence, hope, and humor did
not reach the threshold for the virtue they were
assigned to.

In further analyses, we compared the mean ratings of
the virtue that corresponded to the character strength as
suggested by the VIA Classification, with the mean rat-
ings across the other five virtues. For example, we tested
whether in the situation depicting creativity the virtue
wisdom and knowledge was rated higher than the mean
across the other virtues (i.e., courage, humanity, justice,
temperance, and transcendence). Results of the t-tests
for dependent samples are given in Table 3.

Table 3 shows that 14 of the 24 character
strengths received higher ratings in their originally
assigned virtue when compared to the mean across
the other five virtues, t(3-16) = 2.19, p < .045,
Cohen’s d, = 0.55. In contrast, the character strength
of humor received lower ratings for the virtue as
suggested by the VIA Classification than for the

Table 3. Comparison of ratings for the virtue suggested by
Peterson and Seligman (2004) with the averaged ratings for
the other virtues in Study 1.

df t p Cohen’s d,
Creativity 16 8.10 <.001 1.96
Curiosity 4 3.28 .031 1.47
Judgment 7 297 .021 1.05
Love of learning 12 6.09 <.001 1.69
Perspective 8 2.86 .021 0.95
Bravery 3 0.80 482 0.40
Perseverance 10 233 .042 0.70
Honesty 3 3.67 .035 1.84
Zest 5 2.79 .039 1.14
Love 16 6.06 <.001 1.47
Kindness 5 6.60 .001 2.69
Social intelligence 1 5.13 <.001 1.48
Teamwork 5 1.85 124 0.76
Fairness 2 3.09 .091 1.78
Leadership 6 0.07 943 0.03
Forgiveness 7 1.90 .099 0.67
Humility 7 1.88 102 0.67
Prudence 19 —-0.56 .583 0.12
Self-regulation 13 4.04 .001 1.08
ABE 1 3.22 .008 0.93
Gratitude 6 -0.16 879 0.06
Hope 5 -1.21 281 0.49
Humor 5 —10.46 <.001 4.27
Spirituality 15 2.19 .045 0.55
Note. ABE = Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence.
mean of the other five virtues,

t(5) = —-10.46, p < .001, Cohen’s d, = 4.27.

Since Ruch and Proyer (2015) already reported higher
ratings for certain character strengths on other virtues
than those originally suggested in the VIA Classification
(i.e., leadership received higher ratings on the virtue of
courage; and teamwork, forgiveness, gratitude, and
humor received higher ratings on the virtue of
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humanity), we repeated the above-mentioned analyses
when considering a potential re-classification of these
character strengths, as suggested by the findings of
Ruch and Proyer (2015). Our results suggest a better fit
for teamwork, forgiveness and humor to this re-classified
model; these character strengths received higher ratings
for their suggested virtue as compared to the averaged
ratings of the other virtues (teamwork: t(5) = 4.62, p
= .006, d, = 1.89; forgiveness: t(7) = 3.86, p = .006, d,
= 1.36; humor: t(5) = 4.11, p = .009, d, = 1.68).

Discussion

When individuals for whom a strength is signature-like
(i.e, among the highest strengths within an individual) are
asked to describe situations in which they displayed this
character strength, these situations often contain the vir-
tue that the strength was assigned to. Thus, this is com-
patible with the view that character strengths are
distinguishable routes to displaying one or another of
the virtues. We did not illuminate how the character
strengths are the psychological ingredients (i.e.,
a process or mechanism) that define the virtues - this
would require a different study design — but we replicated
the postulated associations to a certain extent. Deviations
from the expected pattern did occur and these will be
discussed together with the results of Study 2. The validity
of the cut-offs for the virtues can be debated, and the
instructions or the rating procedure may have induced
biases as well. For example, asking who was present in the
situation might have led to higher ratings for the virtue of
humanity.

Study 2

In addition to the descriptions of the six virtues (as used
in Study 1), Peterson and Seligman (2004) characterized
each group of character strengths with a common fea-
ture, which is assumed to be shared by all of the char-
acter strengths assigned to a virtue. These features
describe what purpose, or ‘function’ (as used in the
following), the respective group of character strengths
serves (see Table 1). These functions allow for an alter-
native approach to evaluate the assignment of character
strengths to virtues. In comparison to Study 1, this
approach has the additional advantage that it is not
necessary to explicitly mention the virtues.

Thus, in Study 2 we aimed to explore the assignment
of character strengths to virtues in the VIA Classification
by asking participants to what degree each of the 24
character strengths fulfills each of the functions. We
expected the findings to be in line with the theoretical
assumptions of Peterson and Seligman (2004), with some

discrepancies expected for specific character strengths
that have already been mentioned by Ruch and Proyer
(2015). For example, we expected humor to better serve
the function associated with the virtue of humanity (i.e.,
tending and befriending others) than the function asso-
ciated with transcendence (i.e., forging connections to the
larger universe and providing meaning).

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of N = 146 (86.3% women) parti-
cipants with a mean age of 28.05 years (SD = 13.66,
ranging from 16 to 71 years). Participants were only
included if they gave informed consent to participate,
completed all ratings, and indicated a sufficient level of
German language proficiency. Most participants (76.0%)
indicated having a Swiss nationality, 17.8% were
German, 1.4% Austrian, and 4.8% had other nationalities.
The sample was highly educated: 20.5% had a university
degree, 73.3% had a school degree that allowed attend-
ing university, 4.8% completed vocational training, and
1.4% had completed primary or secondary school.

Instruments

The adapted Strength-Virtue Prototypicality Judgment
Instrument (Ruch & Proyer, 2015) assesses the extent to
which the 24 character strengths were perceived as ful-
filling each of the six functions associated with the virtues.
For each of the 24 character strengths, participants were
presented with a short description of the respective char-
acter strength (taken from the Character Strengths Rating
Form, CSRF; Ruch, Martinez-Marti, Proyer, & Harzer, 2014).
An example of a description is: ‘Creativity (originality,
ingenuity): Creative people have a highly developed
thinking about novel and productive ways to solve pro-
blems and often have creative and original ideas. They do
not content themselves with conventional solutions if
there are better solutions.” Ruch and Proyer (2015, Study,
p. 1) demonstrated that these descriptions strongly over-
lap with the definitions of the character strengths, as well
as the items and the labels in the VIA-IS. While the original
version of the instrument required participants to rate
character strengths with respect to their prototypicality
for a virtue, the adapted version used in this study asked
participants to rate the extent to which the respective
strength fulfilled each of the functions associated with
the six virtues as suggested by Peterson and Seligman
(2004; e.g., ‘entails the acquisition and use of knowledge’
for the virtue of wisdom and knowledge). The response
scale ranged from 1 = ‘does not fulfill this function at all’ to
6 = ‘completely fulfills this function’. The order in which
the character strengths appeared was randomized.



Procedure

No ethics approval was required for this study according
to the university guidelines. The study was conducted
online and participants were recruited mainly via uni-
versity mailing lists and social media. After reading infor-
mation about the purpose of the study, data privacy, and
the voluntary nature of participation, they gave their
informed consent to participate. The participants were
not compensated but could obtain partial course credit.

Results

Descriptive analysis

The mean ratings and standard deviations of the extent
to which each of the 24 character strengths were per-
ceived to fulfill the six functions are displayed in Table 4.

To facilitate the interpretation of the ratings, we
applied cut-off scores for the ratings. While Ruch and
Proyer (2015) used a score of = 3.5 as the cut-off for
being a marker of a virtue, preliminary analyses revealed
that the ratings in this study were on average one point
higher (M = 4.27 in the present study vs. M = 3.31 in Ruch
& Proyer, 2015); therefore, we adapted this cut-off and
considered ratings of = 4.5 as fulfilling the function.

As shown in Table 4, all character strengths fulfilled
the cut-off for at least one function. For seven character
strengths, one function exceeded the cut-off value; for
ten character strengths, two functions exceeded the cut-
off value; for five character strengths, three functions
exceeded the cut-off value; while the character strengths
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of teamwork and perspective exceeded the cut-off
values for four, and all six functions, respectively.

Comparison with Peterson and Seligman (2004)
When comparing these findings with the VIA
Classification, again most (i.e.,, 20 out of 24) character
strengths exceeded the cut-off for the function they
were theoretically assigned to. The exceptions were
honesty, forgiveness, gratitude, and humor.

Further, we compared the mean rating for a strength’s
(e.g., creativity) function as suggested by the VIA
Classification (e.g., the function of wisdom and knowl-
edge: ‘cognitive strengths that entail the acquisition and
use of knowledge’) with the mean ratings across the other
five functions (e.g., the functions of courage, humanity,
justice, temperance, and transcendence). The results of t-
tests for dependent samples are given in Table 5.

Table 5 shows that 21 of the 24 character strengths
received higher ratings for the function of the assigned
virtue as compared to the other five functions, t(145) >
2.20, p < .030, Cohen’s d, = 0.18. In contrast, three
character strengths (honesty, forgiveness, and humor)
received lower ratings for the functions suggested by
the VIA Classification as compared to the other five
functions, t(145) > —2.49, p < .014, Cohen’s d, > 0.21.

We repeated these analyses in order to compare the
ratings with the assignment of character strengths to vir-
tues as suggested by the results of Ruch and Proyer (2015;
i.e, re-assigning the character strengths of teamwork,

Table 4. Mean virtue ratings for the 24 character strengths in Study 2.

Wisdom Courage Humanity Justice Temperance Transcendence

M SD M sD M SD M sD M sD M SD
Creativity 4.51 1.16 4.58 1.07 3.79 1.08 4.29 1.02 3.08 1.22 4.15 1.19
Curiosity 5.24 0.95 473 0.96 4.05 1.00 433 1.03 3.01 1.16 3.93 1.1
Judgment 5.42 0.67 4.55 1.04 3.86 1.1 447 1.05 4.60 117 3.75 1.19
Love of learning 5.62 0.69 4.86 0.93 3.52 1.04 4.08 1.12 3.55 1.16 4.21 1.23
Perspective 5.23 0.78 4.66 1.06 4.50 0.97 4.77 0.97 4.86 1.12 4.53 1.05
Bravery 3.64 1.31 5.12 0.84 3.75 1.02 4.21 0.98 333 1.31 4.07 1.16
Perseverance 444 117 5.46 0.74 3.30 1.00 411 1.14 3.73 1.18 3.58 1.13
Honesty 3.52 1.25 4.03 1.05 471 0.95 4.92 0.90 4.21 1.14 4.12 1.18
Zest 3.82 1.35 5.04 0.92 3.90 1.05 4.40 1.03 3.10 133 3.98 117
Love 2.79 1.18 4.10 1.21 5.81 0.43 5.03 0.96 3.95 1.23 4.82 1.02
Kindness 295 117 3.94 1.16 5.74 0.51 5.49 0.73 415 1.29 4.63 1.00
Social intelligence 421 1.26 437 1.16 5.45 0.72 5.18 0.86 423 1.19 418 1.14
Teamwork 3.97 1.14 4.50 0.99 5.12 0.76 5.51 0.65 3.96 1.16 4.83 0.95
Fairness 3.99 117 4.01 117 5.05 0.85 5.51 0.70 4.42 1.16 437 1.13
Leadership 4.66 0.96 4.72 1.06 3.81 1.09 4.66 0.99 3.82 1.19 4.10 1.26
Forgiveness 3.53 1.29 4.25 1.27 532 0.77 5.14 0.81 4.27 1.14 4.29 1.11
Humility 3.43 1.25 3.50 1.14 447 0.92 441 1.02 4.70 1.08 3.90 1.27
Prudence 412 1.27 3.23 1.24 3.50 1.10 3.60 1.15 4.97 1.1 3.00 1.15
Self-regulation 4.23 1.14 5.03 0.96 3.79 1.07 4.20 117 5.08 1.18 337 1.20
ABE 4.03 1.28 3.64 1.15 411 1.1 3.93 1.09 3.42 1.30 4.66 1.07
Gratitude 3.14 1.28 3.63 1.29 5.47 0.70 5.12 0.86 4.12 117 448 1.10
Hope 3.63 1.26 4.79 0.97 4.49 0.99 4.64 0.98 3.78 1.18 4.93 0.98
Humor 331 1.24 3.77 1.20 4.97 0.79 4.66 1.01 3.63 1.28 3.57 1.17
Spirituality 3.01 132 4.25 1.23 412 1.22 4.08 1.15 3.56 1.34 5.55 0.89

Note. N = 146. ABE = Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence.
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Table 5. Comparison of ratings for the virtue that was suggested
by Peterson and Seligman (2004) with the averaged ratings
for the other virtues in Study 2.

t p Cohen’s d,
Creativity 5.14 <.001 0.42
Curiosity 13.39 <.001 1.1
Judgment 15.92 <.001 1.32
Love of learning 19.43 <.001 1.61
Perspective 7.87 <.001 0.65
Bravery 15.50 <.001 1.28
Perseverance 21.10 <.001 1.75
Honesty -3.07 .003 -0.25
Zest 15.52 <.001 1.28
Love 24.27 <.001 2.01
Kindness 24.22 <.001 2.00
Social intelligence 14.68 <.001 1.21
Teamwork 18.25 <.001 1.51
Fairness 16.51 <.001 137
Leadership 6.52 <.001 0.54
Forgiveness -2.49 .014 0.21
Humility 8.27 <.001 0.68
Prudence 14.89 <.001 1.23
Self-regulation 10.32 <.001 0.85
ABE 9.46 <.001 0.78
Gratitude 2.20 .030 0.18
Hope 7.82 <.001 0.65
Humor —5.68 <.001 0.47
Spirituality 19.51 <.001 1.61

Note. All dfs = 145. ABE = Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence.

leadership, forgiveness, gratitude, and humor). Results sug-
gested a good fit for all of the character strengths to this re-
classified model; all character strengths received now
higher ratings for the suggested function than the aver-
aged ratings for the other functions (teamwork:
t =846, p < .001, d, = 0.70; leadership: t = 591, p < .001,
d, = 0.49; forgiveness: t = 13.93, p < .001, d, = 1.15; grati-
tude: t=21.95,p <.001,d,=1.82; humor:t=17.18,p <.001,
d, =142, all dfs = 145).

Discussion

Study 2 showed that character strengths seem - when
judged by laypeople - to go along with specific func-
tions. While the design of Study 2 allowed us to examine
the assignment of character strengths to virtues without
explicitly referring to the virtues, one might argue that
the data in Study 1 may be biased by naive ideas of
character strengths and their potential functions or ben-
efits. Thus, a more stringent design for a future study
would not only rely on evaluations of the abstract con-
cepts, but also test whether participants who score high
in character strengths such as creativity, curiosity, or
perspective, also acquire or use knowledge more often
than those with low scores in these character strengths.

Nonetheless, we tentatively conclude that the six
functions studied may represent the shared aspects of
the character strengths assigned the same virtue; this
further corroborates the notion that a character
strengths are different routes to virtues. Further, when

assigning strengths based on their fulfillment of the six
functions, the assignment corresponded well with the
VIA classification for most strengths, and even better
with earlier findings from Ruch and Proyer (2015; simila-
rities and deviations from Study 1 and the VIA classifica-
tion will be addressed in a later section).

Summarized results
Overall correspondence

For an overall estimate of the correspondence of our
results with earlier findings, we correlated the matrix of
the means (i.e, 24 character strengths x 6 virtues)
obtained in Studies 1 and 2 with the matrix of the
means reported by Ruch and Proyer (2015) and the
theoretical model suggested by the VIA Classification
(coding the character strengths assigned to a virtue as
1 and the non-assigned as 0). Results suggest a fair
correspondence between Study 1 and 2 (r = 43), as
well as with the study by Ruch and Proyer (2015; r = .68
and r =.72) and the VIA Classification (r =.38 and r = .50).

Dichotomous assignment

The present set of two studies used different methods to
investigate the relationships between character
strengths and virtues and adds to the existing evidence
(Ruch & Proyer, 2015). In an effort to synthesize the
results of the two studies presented here, as well as the
results of Ruch and Proyer (2015), we also conducted
joint analyses. For this purpose, we correlated the
dichotomous assignments based on the highest rating
(coding the virtue with the highest rating as 1 and the
other virtues as 0) across the three studies (Studies 1 and
2, and Ruch & Proyer, 2015), and also with the VIA
Classification (coding the character strengths assigned
to a virtue as 1 and the non-assigned as 0). Results
showed a high correspondence between Study 1 and 2
(r = .60), as well as with the study by Ruch and Proyer
(2015; r = .75 and r = .85) and the VIA Classification (r
= .55 and r = .70). The number of converging dichoto-
mous assignments across the three studies for individual
strengths is provided in Table 6.

As shown in Table 6, 16 of the 24 character strengths
received the highest rating for the same virtue across all
three studies, thus, when allowing an assignment to one
virtue only, these character strengths are assigned con-
vergently in all the three independent studies. For 13 of
these 16 character strengths, the assignment is identical
to the original assignment by Peterson and Seligman
(2004). Forgiveness (originally with the virtue of temper-
ance), gratitude, and humor (both originally with the
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Table 6. Assignment to one virtue: Convergence across the three studies.

Wisdom Courage Humanity Justice Temperance Transcendence
Creativity 2 1 0 0 0 0
Curiosity 3 0 0 0 0 0
Judgment 3 0 0 0 0 0
Love of learning 3 0 0 0 0 0
Perspective 3 0 0 0 0 0
Bravery 0 3 0 0 0 0
Perseverance 0 3 0 0 0 0
Honesty 0 2 0 1 0 0
Zest 0 2 1 0 0 0
Love 0 0 3 0 0 0
Kindness 0 0 3 0 0 0
Social intelligence 0 0 3 0 0 0
Teamwork 0 0 2 1 0 0
Fairness 0 0 0 3 0 0
Leadership 0 2 1 0 0 0
Forgiveness 0 0 3 0 0 0
Humility 0 0 1 0 2 0
Prudence 1 0 0 0 2 0
Self-regulation 0 0 0 0 3 0
ABE 0 0 0 0 0 3
Gratitude 0 0 3 0 0 0
Hope 0 1 0 0 0 2
Humor 0 0 3 0 0 0
Spirituality 0 0 0 0 0 3

Note. ABE = Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence. 3/0: Perfect agreement, all/none of the three studies (the two studies in the
present manuscript and Ruch & Proyer, 2015) suggested this assignment; 2: Partial agreement, two out of the three studies
suggested this assignment; 1: No agreement, one out of the three studies suggested this assignment.

virtue of transcendence) were rated highest on the vir-
tue of humanity across all three studies. For the remain-
ing eight character strengths, there was a partial
agreement across two of the three studies, which was
in line with the original assignment for six of these.
Based on the three studies, alternative assignments
could be suggested only for teamwork (partial agree-
ment on humanity instead of justice) and leadership
(partial agreement on courage instead of justice).

Polytomous assignment

Next, we examined the convergence across these three
studies with regards to a polytomous assignment, that is,
when allowing the assignment of character strengths to
multiple virtues. For this purpose, we correlated the
assignment matrices based on the cut-off values across
Study 1, Study 2, and the study by Ruch and Proyer
(2015). If the rating exceeded the set cut-off value of
being a marker of the virtue in the respective study, it
was coded as 1, otherwise it was coded as 0. A fair
correspondence between Study 1 and 2 (r = .32), and
with the study by Ruch and Proyer (2015; r = .52 and r
= .58) was observed. The number of converging poly-
tomous assignments across the three studies for indivi-
dual strengths is provided in Table 7.

As shown in Table 7, for all character strengths except
one (prudence), there was at least one assignment to
a virtue that converged across all three studies. Most
(i.e, 15 out of 24) character strengths showed a clear

pattern, that is, showed a perfect convergence for one
virtue. Creativity and curiosity showed a converging
assignment to both wisdom and courage, while perspec-
tive could be assigned to both wisdom and humanity.
Several character strengths (i.e., honesty, social intelli-
gence, teamwork, fairness) showed a converging assign-
ment to both the virtues of humanity and justice.
Leadership could be assigned to wisdom, courage, and
justice; and prudence showed a partial agreement for
both wisdom and temperance. Overall, it is noteworthy
that for some character strengths (namely, perspective,
honesty, leadership, forgiveness, and gratitude) five or
even all six of the virtues exceeded the respective cut-
off-values in at least one of the studies. When comparing
with the VIA Classification, all strengths — with the excep-
tion of humor - showed at least a partial agreement, that
is, converging assignments in two out of the three studies
with the assignment by Peterson and Seligman (2004).

Comparison with factor analytic studies

In a final step, we compared the present results with the
results obtained by studying the factor structure of the
VIA-IS. Assuming a dichotomous classification of charac-
ter strengths (i.e,, a strength belongs to only one virtue),
we derived predictions about which character strengths
should belong to the same category. For example, based
on the theoretical assumption of Peterson and Seligman
(2004), zest should belong in the same category as hon-
esty, and perseverance (i.e., the virtue of courage). These
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Table 7. Assignment to multiple virtues: Convergence across the three studies.

Wisdom Courage Humanity Justice Temperance Transcendence
Creativity 3 3 0 0 0 0
Curiosity 3 3 0 0 0 0
Judgment 3 1 0 1 1 0
Love of learning 3 2 0 0 0 0
Perspective 3 2 3 2 1 2
Bravery 1 3 1 1 1 0
Perseverance 2 3 0 0 1 0
Honesty 2 2 3 3 1 0
Zest 1 3 1 0 0 0
Love 1 1 3 2 0 1
Kindness 0 0 3 2 0 1
Social intelligence 2 0 3 3 0 0
Teamwork 0 1 3 3 0 1
Fairness 1 0 3 3 1 0
Leadership 3 3 2 3 1 1
Forgiveness 2 0 3 2 2 1
Humility 0 0 2 1 3 0
Prudence 2 0 0 0 2 0
Self-regulation 0 1 0 0 3 0
ABE 2 0 1 0 0 3
Gratitude 1 1 3 2 1 2
Hope 1 3 0 1 0 2
Humor 1 1 3 1 0 0
Spirituality 0 0 1 0 0 3

Note. ABE = Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence. 3/0: Perfect agreement, all/none of three studies (the two studies in
the present manuscript and Ruch & Proyer, 2015) suggested this assignment; 2: Partial agreement, two out of the three
studies suggested this assignment; 1: No agreement, one out of the three studies suggested this assignment.

predictions on which character strengths should go
together can be depicted in a matrix, where every com-
bination of two character strengths is coded as belonging
to the same category (= 1) or not (= 0), resulting in a matrix
of 276 non-redundant cells ([24 x 24-24]/2). The same
idea can be applied to the results of factor analytic stu-
dies: Based on McGrath (2014) for example, zest should
belong in the same category as hope, gratitude, spiritual-
ity, and love, since all of these character strengths had
their highest loading on this factor (i.e., the factor of
theological strengths).

We computed such tables for these predictions based
on theory (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), empirical studies
on the assignment of character strengths to virtues (Study
1, Study 2, and Ruch & Proyer, 2015), and factor analytic
studies. For the latter, we selected three empirical studies
which obtained either five (McGrath, 2014, in the English
version; Ruch et al., 2010, in the German version) or three
(McGrath, 2015) factors of character strengths. To

determine the degree of similarity in the predictions
across studies, we correlated the obtained matrix (i.e., all
276 non-redundant cells) among all of the aforemen-
tioned studies (Table 8).

Table 8 shows that there is a correspondence among
the predictions based on theoretical assumptions and
empirical studies on character strengths assignments (over-
lap ranging from r = .26 to r = .72), and a correspondence
among factor analytic studies (overlap ranging from r=.19
to r = 44). However, the relationships between these two
different approaches are negligible (median r = .10).

General discussion

The present set of studies answers to Peterson and
Seligman’s (2004) statement that their VIA Classification
presented in 2004 is not a finished product, and that they
expect it to change in the coming years. More specifi-
cally, they anticipated their classification of character

Table 8. Correlations among predictions on what strengths belong to the same category based on theoretical models, empirical

studies on virtue assignment, and factor analytic studies.

Ruch and Proyer (2015) Study 1 Study 2 Ruch et al. (2010) McGrath (2014) McGrath (2015)
Peterson and Seligman (2004) .55 43 .26 31 .09 13
Ruch and Proyer (2015) 72 .55 .19 .00 .10
Study 1 34 11 -.03 .07
Study 2 31 .07 .03
Ruch et al. (2010) 44 .19
McGrath (2014) 40

Note. For the factor analytic studies (5-factor model: Ruch et al., 2010; McGrath, 2014; 3-factor model:, 2015), the assignment was based on the highest loading

of a strength on a virtue.



strengths to evolve, by-among others-reformulating
their organization under the core virtues. The discussion
on how to proceed regarding this matter has barely
begun. This issue is implicitly inherent there when factor
analyses of the character strengths are performed with
the expectation that six factors will emerge and repre-
sent the clusters of character strengths subsumed under
a virtue. The assumption of a factor analytic approach is
that the character strengths, based on their co-
occurrence, add up to form a virtue, and not that char-
acter strengths are different routes to a virtue; i.e,, enable
virtuous behaviors. Factor analyses of character
strengths yield character strengths factors, and these
factors are broader than the individual character
strengths (see Ruch & Proyer, 2015). While this is
a meaningful endeavor, two potential caveats have to
be mentioned. Firstly, the two different approaches yield
answers to two different questions. While the approach
pursued by Peterson and Seligman (2004), and also in
the present set of studies examines, whether certain
subsets of character strengths share core characteristics
(such as their functions), factor analyses examine
whether certain subsets of character strengths co-occur
more often than others. The first approach might be
preferable, when the question is ‘what are character
strengths good for?’ (i.e., criterion validity, see below),
while the latter approach is more helpful when one is
interested in parsimony, or identifying the minimum
number of factors that allow for a broad description of
character. As shown in Study 2, there is a fair similarity of
study results within these approaches, but little overlap
between them.

Secondly, it bears arisk to start claiming that some
character strengths are pure (i.e, have a simple struc-
ture) whereas others are impure, or mixed (i.e., have
double loadings in an arbitrary system), and hence may
result in character strengths being neglected or dropped
altogether. As stated in the introduction, character
strengths are expected to contribute to the various ful-
fillments that constitute the good life. Therefore, criter-
ion validity is essential and ideally each strength
provides a unique contribution to predicting the good
life (see e.g., Gander, Hofmann, Proyer, Ruch, 2019; Pang
et al,, 2019).

Following in the footsteps of Peterson and Seligman
(2004), the assumption in the present article is that the
core virtues help organize the list of 24 character
strengths and represent distinguishable routes to the
core virtues (but do not define them when added up,
as implied by factor analytic approaches). We found
a convergence between the two studies (‘excellent use
of a strength among those for whom this character
strength is signature’; ‘perceived functions of character
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strengths’) and thus, a nucleus of findings has been
emerging to which further studies can contribute
towards.

The results of the present set of two studies can be
looked at in at least two ways. Firstly, we can look at
whether the character strengths received the highest
rating for the respective virtue they were assigned to
by Peterson and Seligman (2004). This interpretation
operates under the assumption that a character strength
is always linked with exactly one virtue, as suggested by
the VIA Classification. In a nutshell, the results of both
studies converged well and both also showed
a relatively high, though not perfect, convergence with
the proposed assignment in the VIA Classification.
Considering also the earlier study (Ruch & Proyer,
2015), we can conclude that for the majority of the
character strengths (i.e., curiosity, judgment, love of
learning, perspective, bravery, perseverance, love, kind-
ness, social intelligence, fairness, self-regulation, appre-
ciation of beauty and excellence, and spirituality), there
is a perfect agreement with the assignment by the VIA
Classification. For six additional character strengths
(creativity, honesty, zest, humility, prudence, and
hope), two of the three studies corroborated the original
assignment. Thus, overall, using this (rather strict) criter-
ion, the original assignment was supported for 19 of the
24 character strengths.

By contrast, three character strengths — namely for-
giveness, gratitude, and humor - were consistently
linked with a different virtue than the one assigned by
Peterson and Seligman (2004). These three character
strengths consistently exhibited the highest ratings for
the virtue of humanity instead of temperance (for for-
giveness) or transcendence (for gratitude and humor). In
fact, all three of these deviations were anticipated by
Peterson and Seligman (2004). They wrote: “Forgiveness
and mercy are a social strength, and we might decide
eventually to classify this trait with other strengths of
love such as kindness” (p. 433), and ‘If gratitude and
humor as character strengths play themselves out
mainly between two people (and not between
a person and larger world), they probably belong with
the other strengths of humanity’ (p. 519). Two additional
character strengths - teamwork and leadership - were
assigned mainly (in two of the three studies considered)
to a different virtue than originally proposed, namely
humanity (instead of justice) and courage (instead of
justice), respectively. The distinction between humanity
and justice has been described as being relatively subtle,
as both clusters of character strengths are interpersonal
in nature (‘the difference is perhaps one of degree more
than kind’; Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 357). Thus,
these deviations certainly warrant future research.



12 (&) W.RUCHETAL.

Second, we can allow for the possibility of a strength
to be linked with several virtues, as the results by Ruch
and Proyer (2015) have suggested. When looking at the
data in this way, we still find a fair level of correspon-
dence between the three studies considered (even
though the options for assignments increased mark-
edly). Here, the majority of character strengths (judg-
ment, love of learning, bravery, perseverance, zest,
love, kindness, forgiveness, humility, self-regulation,
appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope,
humor, and spirituality) displayed a perfect convergence
in the assignment to one virtue — 11 of these assign-
ments are in line with the VIA classification. The excep-
tions include forgiveness, gratitude, humor (as already
discussed for the dichotomous assignment).
Additionally, hope was convergently assigned to the
virtue of courage in the polytomous assignment,
although it was partially assigned to the virtue of trans-
cendence in the dichotomous assignment. Seven addi-
tional character strengths showed perfect convergence,
and one strength showed a partial convergence con-
cerning two virtues, while in all cases except for honesty,
these included the virtue originally assigned. Finally,
leadership was consistently assigned to three virtues
(wisdom, courage, and justice). It is noteworthy that
the most common co-occurrence of virtues appeared
for humanity and justice, which might be explained by
their shared interpersonal nature (cf, Peterson &
Seligman, 2004: ‘both involve improving another’s wel-
fare’, p. 37).

Of course, the results presented here need to be
interpreted in light of some limitations. First, partici-
pants in both studies came from only one cultural
background. Thus, our findings will need to be repli-
cated in different cultures to test whether the relation-
ships between character strengths and virtues are
universal. If indeed, as suggested by Snow (2019), the
functions of character strengths (and virtues) vary by
culture, the study of these functions might be a good
starting point to answer this question. Second, we
presented multiple ways to interpret the data we
obtained, linked them to previous results and checked
whether the results converge across several studies,
but ultimately many decisions in the interpretation of
the data (such as the cut-off values) remain somewhat
arbitrary. Third, in Study 1, the ratings were obtained
from the same person that described the situation,
and it could be argued that a rating of an indepen-
dent person would be more objective. In addition, the
situations that were described are likely to not only
reflect displays of the character strengths targeted, but
also of additional character strengths as they are likely
to co-occur in real-life situations. It is conceivable that

the display of certain character strengths co-varies
with the display of other character strengths from
a different cluster, thus somewhat obscuring the virtue
ratings. Fourth, in both studies, participants rated the
virtues and functions, respectively, irrespective of their
own levels in these character strengths. One might
argue that individuals have a deeper knowledge
about the functions of their highest strengths as com-
pared to their lowest strengths, which might affect
their evaluations of virtuousness; this could be consid-
ered in future studies. In addition, the participants in
Study 2 were laypeople. Even though Ruch and Proyer
(2015) found no overall differences between the rat-
ings of experts and laypeople, it might be worthwhile
to study different groups of experts who are likely to
possess rich knowledge on one of the core virtues.
Finally, the present set of studies did not address
what strengths have to be present and to what
degree, in order to consider someone as having
a ‘good character’. Future studies might empirically
examine the original idea (i.e, having one or two
strengths of a virtue should be enough for a ‘good
character’), and compare different models assigning
strengths to virtues (i.e., the original model with re-
classified models), as well as different modes of assign-
ment (i.e., dichotomous and polytomous assignments).
Also, future studies might compare situation descrip-
tions individuals possessing varying numbers of
strengths within a given virtue.

All in all, it is too early to speculate about changes in
the VIA classification as the nucleus of our findings need
to be supplemented by findings that test the statements
presented in Peterson and Seligman (2004) by varying
the method, type of data, but also the nature of samples,
and cultures. We will need to have a discussion on what
else should count as a criterion to answer this question.
A more reliable assignment of character strengths to one
(or more) virtues will not only help develop the concep-
tual foundations of the VIA Classification, it will also help
guide training programs that target the development of
virtues.
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