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Abstract
In philosophical discourse, flourishing is widely thought to require the development 
and exercise of virtues. Positive psychology, as the science of happiness and flour-
ishing, should, therefore, include the scientific investigation of the virtues. How-
ever, the main classification of virtues and strengths, the Values in Action Inventory 
of Strengths (VIA-IS), faces major criticisms that, if not addressed, may undermine 
the credibility of positive psychology as a science. One such criticism is that virtue-
based classifications lack a conceptual foundation; another is that these classifica-
tions may harm individuals by attaching potentially stigmatising labels to them. 
In this paper, we propose that positive psychologists can address these critiques 
by taking an interdisciplinary approach, which involves adopting a philosophically 
rich Aristotelian theory of virtue, and further developing this approach through em-
pirical research. Adopting a philosophical theory will provide a strong conceptual 
base for psychologists, guiding the construction of measures and the formation of 
hypotheses about virtues. However, as many scholars acknowledge, it is difficult to 
measure all aspects of Aristotelian virtues, such as emotions, reasons, and attitudes. 
Another aim of this paper is, therefore, to suggest appropriate methods for measur-
ing these aspects of Aristotelian virtues.
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1 Introduction

Positive Psychology is the scientific study of human happiness, well-being, and 
flourishing (Gable & Haidt, 2005). In Philosophy, human flourishing is thought to 
require the exercise and development of the virtues (Kraut, 2009). For this reason, 
Positive Psychology should include a conception of the virtues that can form the 
basis of empirical study. However, the most popular model of virtues and strengths 
in Positive Psychology, the Values-in-Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS), faces 
major criticisms (Efendic & Van Zyl, 2019; Van Zyl et al., 2023). Among the stron-
gest of these criticisms is the claim that it lacks an adequate conceptual foundation, 
and the claim that it forms part of a neoliberal ideology that harms individuals by 
labelling and blaming them for qualities that are not within their control (Van Zyl et 
al., 2023; Bright et al., 2014; Fowers et al., 2021; Kristjánsson, 2012; Kristjánsson, 
2013; Fernández-Ríos & Novo, 2012; Burr & Dick, 2021; Thompson, 2018). These 
critiques of the study of virtues in Positive Psychology threaten to undermine the 
credibility of the discipline (Efendic & Van Zyl, 2019).

To respond to these critiques, we propose that positive psychologists should take 
an interdisciplinary approach to virtue measurement by drawing from Aristotelian 
virtue theory, which is considered the dominant virtue theory in Philosophy (Swan-
ton, 2021). We argue that positive psychologists should focus on developing mea-
surement tools that capture a complete account of virtue, based on an Aristotelian 
theory of virtue. This entails that scholars operationalise each main component of 
the virtues, including appropriate behaviours, emotions, reasoning, motivations, and 
practical wisdom as well as the corresponding vices. As some scholars have noted, 
measuring each of these components is challenging (Fowers et al., 2021; Shahab et 
al., 2020). For this reason, we propose measurement strategies and specific statistical 
analyses that we believe will be useful for measuring virtues, such as Confirmatory 
Factor analysis (CFA), Exploratory Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), Latent 
Profile analysis (LPA), and Network analysis.

In the first section of this paper, “How the VIA-IS Lacks a Conceptual Founda-
tion”, we begin by introducing the VIA-IS and the critique that it lacks a strong 
conceptual foundation. In the second section we introduce Aristotelian virtue theory 
by explaining the key components of virtues, such as appropriate behaviours, emo-
tions, reasoning, motivations, and practical wisdom as well as the corresponding 
vices. Section three, “Measuring Virtue”, explains how Aristotelian virtues should be 
operationalised. We propose that psychometric virtue measurements should include 
specially designed facets that measure each component of virtue individually. In sec-
tion four, “Measurement Analyses for Virtue Scales”, we explain specific statistical 
techniques, such as Exploratory Structural Equation Modeling, which we believe will 
be helpful for validating and investigating virtue scales. In the final section we dis-
cuss the critique that Positive Psychology is a neo-liberal ideology that causes harm 
to individuals by blaming them for character traits that are the result of situational 
influences rather than personal responsibility. We discuss this critique in relation to 
an Aristotelian approach to virtue, explaining that care needs to be taken to minimise 
stigma and harm.
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1.1 How the VIA-IS Lacks a Conceptual Foundation

Positive psychologists focus on the positive aspects of human beings ― they are 
interested in what makes it possible for people to flourish or thrive (Gable & Haidt, 
2005). It is commonly accepted that the development and exercise of virtuous char-
acter traits are required for flourishing or happiness (Kraut, 2009). For this reason, 
virtues should be fundamental objects of concern and importance to positive psy-
chologists generally. Indeed, they underpin the popular VIA-IS ― currently the 
dominant positive psychological tool for assessing and studying virtues (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004; Kristjánsson, 2013). Although there are useful approaches to hap-
piness and well-being in psychology, such as hedonic accounts that utilise measures 
of positive emotions and life satisfaction, flourishing and virtue-based approaches 
offer an alternative conception of well-being which can complement existing theories 
and research (Delle Fave, 2020; Diener et al., 1985; Watson et al., 1988). Numerous 
empirical studies have been conducted with the VIA-IS, and the evidence strongly 
supports the notion that character strengths are related to various aspects of well-
being; in particular, they correlate with the PERMA model, which is designed to 
measure flourishing (PERMA stands for Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relation-
ships, Meaning, and Accomplishment) (Green, 2022; Wagner et al., 2020; Bruna et 
al., 2019; Wagner & Ruch, 2015; Boiman-Meshita & Littman-Ovadia, 2021).

The VIA-IS is a classification of 24 character strengths that are arranged under six 
broad virtue categories: Wisdom, Courage, Humanity, Justice, Temperance and Tran-
scendence (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Each of the 24 character strengths represents 
one way of exhibiting a particular virtue. For instance, Temperence is represented 
by the strengths of forgiveness, gratitude, humility, prudence, and self-regulation. 
The virtues and strengths included in the VIA-IS were partly selected because they 
are valued across cultures and historical periods and are thought to contribute to 
the flourishing of all human beings (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). However, despite 
promising findings, and as noted in a systematic review conducted by Van Zyl et al. 
(2023), several critics of positive psychology have argued that although the virtues 
are a fundamental element of the VIA-IS, they are poorly conceptualised and viewed 
merely as a set of behaviors. Virtue theorists have similarly argued that the VIA-IS 
is inconsistent with an Aristotelian account of virtue, despite being inspired by it 
(Bright et al., 2014; Fowers et al., 2021; Kristjánsson, 2012; Kristjánsson, 2013).

One of the significant drawbacks of the VIA-IS is its focus on observable behav-
iours as opposed to the internal characteristics of individuals. Aristotelian virtue the-
ory, being the dominant philosophical theory, views virtues as deep traits, reflecting 
people’s inner states, including their values, desires, emotions, reasoning and moti-
vations (Hursthouse, 2001). Moreover, Aristotelians define virtues as excellences of 
character, constituting appropriate responses to virtue-relevant stimuli. Despite the 
richness of the Aristotelian virtue theory offered by philosophers, the VIA-IS pays 
little attention to the non-behavioural aspects of virtues. Several scholars, including 
Fowers et al. (2021), Snow (2022), and Bright et al. (2014), have criticised Posi-
tive Psychology for its focus on measurable behaviours as well as its neglect of the 
Aristotelian theory in relation to excellence. Bright et al. (2014) observe that the 
tools employed by positive psychologists (namely, self-report questionnaires) take 
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a continuous approach to virtue, implying that virtue is something everyone pos-
sesses to some degree. This behaviourally driven and continuous approach is, they 
argue, incompatible with the idea that virtues are excellences. For instance, they cite 
several studies that suggest that virtue expression can be maladaptive; for exam-
ple, forgiveness has been found to perpetuate relationship abuse, and generosity to 
impair workplace functioning (McNulty, 2011; Flynn, 2003). Based on these find-
ings, some scholars claim that virtues are not inherently valuable, but neutral and 
context-dependent (Bright et al., 2014). This contrasts with the Aristotelian idea that 
virtues are excellences, consisting of appropriate responses to any given circum-
stance. They also argue that the continuous approach to virtues comes apart from the 
traditional understanding of virtues as types of traits that consist of a mean between 
two vices, one of excess, the other of deficiency (Bright et al., 2014; Aristotle, ca. 350 
B.C.E./2020). Taking a purely continuous approach may also restrict the influence of 
Aristotelian theory in Positive Psychology by neglecting other character dispositions, 
such as continence and incontinence, which are dispositions that fall short of full 
virtue due to a lack of one or more necessary component of virtue (these terms will 
be explained in more detail shortly).

In response to these criticisms, we propose that rather than merely taking inspira-
tion from some aspects of Aristotelian virtue theory, positive psychologists should 
develop measures that are based on all major aspects of this theory. As a rich and 
well-developed position in Philosophy, Aristotelian virtue theory offers a conceptual 
foundation or basis for empirical models of virtue, which, as noted earlier, is currently 
lacking in the most popular classification of virtues and character strengths in Posi-
tive Psychology, the VIA-IS. A number of interdisciplinary scholars have attempted 
to measure virtue as informed by Aristotelianism (Wright et al., 2020; Morgan et 
al., 2017; Darnell et al., 2022). Before discussing these scales and offering further 
suggestions on measuring virtue, we will briefly outline the important aspects of 
Aristotelian virtue theory.

1.2 The Aristotelian Theory of Virtue

According to Aristotelian virtue theorists, virtues such as honesty, kindness, and 
courage, are multifaceted dispositions of character that are necessary for achieving 
eudaimonia (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). ‘Eudaimonia’ originates from ancient 
Greek and is variously translated as ‘human flourishing’, ‘true happiness’, ‘a good 
life’ and ‘well-being’ (e.g., Blackburn, 2016). Aristotelians prefer ‘flourishing’ as it 
captures Aristotle’s naturalistic approach to living well (Hursthouse, 2001). Regard-
less of the specific translation, eudaimonia is seen as an end that is good or desir-
able in itself (Hursthouse, 2001; Kraut, 2022; Blackburn, 2016; Aristotle, ca. 350 
B.C.E./2020). Thus, although the virtues are descriptive of real psychological tenden-
cies, they are also defined in terms of normative standards ― virtues are traits that 
enable people to flourish.

According to Aristotle, flourishing is not merely a matter of experiencing happy 
or positive affective states (although he accepts that a happy life will include pleasant 
feelings). Rather, to flourish is to function well as a human being, which he argues 
involves virtuous activity (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). For Aristotle, humans are 
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by nature rational and social beings. He therefore considers the virtues– the traits 
required for functioning well as human beings– to be rational excellences that allow 
people to thrive in human societies. Following Aristotle, contemporary virtue theo-
rists claim that being virtuous is good for the individual, given that it makes it pos-
sible for them to live a life that is both desirable or worthwhile as well as admirable. 
But virtuous activity (e.g. being honest in one’s dealings with others, courageously 
pursuing worthwhile goals, etc.) also contribute to the happiness of others as well as 
the good of society as a whole (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020; Hursthouse, 2001).

Virtues are deep traits, in that they involve a person’s behavioural, affective, and 
cognitive propensities, including desires, reasoning, emotions, and motivations 
(Hursthouse, 2001). A virtuous person has a tendency to behave in certain ways (e.g. 
tell the truth, help friends in need, etc.), but what distinguishes them from someone 
who does these things out of habit or from selfish or deplorable motives, is that their 
behaviour aligns with appropriate and praiseworthy forms of reasoning, feeling, and 
desiring (Hursthouse, 2001). For example, giving expensive gifts is not truly gener-
ous if it is motivated by a desire to embarrass the recipients or bolster their own social 
status. Instead, someone with the virtue of generosity will be motivated by desire to 
contribute to the welfare or happiness of others, because they view this as a desirable 
or worthwhile goal (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020).

Further, and somewhat less intuitively, Aristotle argues that someone who aims to 
act virtuously but fails to do so due to ignorance or incompetence, does not possess 
the relevant virtue either (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). For example, the person 
who is motivated by compassion for starving children, but donates large sums of 
money to ineffective charities, does not have generosity as a virtue. In the Aristote-
lian view, virtues require phronesis (practical wisdom), which can be defined as the 
ability to make good judgments about which goals are worth pursuing, as well as 
possessing the necessary practical skills, knowledge, and experience to successfully 
pursue these goals (Russell, 2009). Indeed, this nuanced understanding of practical 
wisdom is important, yet inappropriately captured by most extant measures of virtue, 
such as the VIA-IS.

As practical wisdom enables one to see which acts are good or virtuous in any 
given situation, people with the virtues behave, reason, and feel in ways that are 
appropriate in each context (Russell, 2009). For Aristotle, virtue is defined in terms 
of appropriateness, as an excellence. He sees each virtue as a mean corresponding 
to vices of excess and deficiency, that is, as inappropriate extremes in behaviour, 
reasoning, and emotion (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). For example, the virtue 
of courage is the mean between the vices of cowardice and recklessness. Cowards 
experience too much fear relative to the situation, thereby not performing behav-
iours they should, whereas reckless people don’t experience enough fear and perform 
risky behaviours that are unlikely to serve a desirable end. By contrast, the virtuous 
mean (courage) involves experiencing an appropriate amount of fear relative to the 
situation. In the Aristotelian view, expressing emotions such as fear and anger is not 
always consistent with vice. For example, expressing a certain amount of anger in 
response to an act of injustice can be appropriate in a given situation and be conducive 
to the achievement of worthwhile ends. It is important to note that extant measures 
of virtue currently lack a sufficiently complex understanding of appropriateness in 
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relation to behaviour, emotion, and reasoning), and although scholars acknowledge 
the difficulty in measuring it, we think it is useful to incorporate the idea of virtue as 
a mean in assessments of virtue (Fowers et al., 2021).

The vices are extremes (through either excess or defect), but there are ways of 
failing to be virtuous that do not amount to vice. Aristotle describes various other 
character types that people may exhibit, namely continence, incontinence, natural 
virtue and habit (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). Continence refers to the disposi-
tion to behave appropriately based on a correct understanding of why the behaviour 
is called for. However, continent people do not experience appropriate affect– they 
typically don’t want to do what is right, and so have to resort to the use self-control 
or will power to behave appropriately. Continence differs from full virtue because a 
fully virtuous person has a desire to do what is right and good, and therefore does so 
effortlessly and without having to resist conflicting feelings or desires (Aristotle, ca. 
350 B.C.E./2020). Although they are not yet virtuous, continent people have made 
significant progress in learning how to be virtuous.

Incontinence is described as weakness of will. Like both the continent and fully 
virtuous person, an incontinent person reasons appropriately and knows what things 
are important. However, they do not experience the appropriate emotional impe-
tus to perform right actions, and neither do they have the self-control to do so. As 
a result, they often act inappropriately, despite knowing better (Aristotle, ca. 350 
B.C.E./2020).

Finally, Aristotle uses the term ‘natural virtue’ to refer to a state that is charac-
terised by appropriate emotions and desires but accompanied by a lack of practical 
wisdom (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). This disposition is often found in well-
natured children who have praiseworthy motivations who lack the practical experi-
ence to successfully promote desirable ends. People with this disposition cannot be 
relied upon to act appropriately. For instance, a well-motivated child might remove 
a goldfish from its tank to warm it up. Although this act is motivated by compassion, 
it is not a virtuous action because it is not informed by practical wisdom– an under-
standing of what is required to promote the wefare of goldfish. A child who possesses 
natural virtue are in the beginning states of developing full virtue. It may therefore 
be useful to study this disposition, perhaps offering insights into improving character 
development in children and adolescents.

These character types are presented in Table 1. Note that there are more possible 
combinations involving the different components of character; however, Table 1 
presents the main dispositions Aristotle discusses.

2 Measuring Virtue

In Psychology, to date, there are no comprehensive accounts of Aristotle’s virtue 
theory. This is unfortunate, because it is the dominant theory in Philosophy and offers 
a detailed conceptual framework for the study of virtue (Swanton, 2021). However, 
in recent years there has been some very promising interdisciplinary work, which we 
will discuss here. We propose that such work should continue but that it should pay 
closer attention to all important aspects of Aristotelian virtue theory.
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The Multi-Component Gratitude Scale, developed by Morgan et al. (2017), is one 
example of a scale created by interdisciplinary scholars to measure Aristotelian vir-
tues. Morgan et al. (2017) contend that any measure of virtue should focus on several 
psychological components. Consequently, the Multi-Component Gratitude Scale is 
designed to assess four components of gratitude: a behavioural component, an affec-
tive component, an attitudinal component, and a conceptual component. This attempt 
to measure virtue is commendable and, in our view, one of the best examples of a 
psychometric scale designed to measure virtue. Morgan et al.’s (2017) scale measures 
nearly all of the important aspects of virtue emphasised in Aristotelian virtue theory; 
it has various items relating to emotions, behaviours, and beliefs. Moreover, this 
scale doesn’t just capture important elements of Aristotle’s theory, it also predicts 
well-being scores on the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985), the Sub-
jective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999), and the Positive and Nega-
tive Affect Schedule (Watson et al., 1988). The developers found that according to 
these scales, the more components of gratitude that participants scored highly on, the 
higher they reported their well-being to be. This serves to demonstrate the possibil-
ity and importance of developing and testing fuller accounts of virtue, as well as the 
usefulness of Aristotle’s virtue theory.

However, despite adhering to a full Aristotelian account of virtue more closely 
than the VIA-IS classification, the Multi-Component Gratitude Scale still suffers 
from certain limitations. For one, although it includes an account of appropriateness, 
the scale gives a very limited account of the vices of excess, with no items measur-
ing the tendencies for excessiveness in emotions and behaviours. As such, it doesn’t 
successfully measure gratitude as a mean between a deficiency (ingratitude) and an 
excess (‘overgratefulness’) and is therefore incomplete (Manela, 2019).

Moreover, whereas Aristotelian virtue theory holds that virtuous people have vir-
tuous motivations, the Multi-Component Gratitude Scale doesn’t include items about 
the general and fundamental motivations underlying participants’ actions, such as 
concern for improving their own and others’ welfare. Another limitation concerns 
practical wisdom. The Multi-Component Gratitude Scale assesses people’s beliefs 
and conceptions, tapping into their practical wisdom, but there are no items to assess 
whether people know (or believe they know) how to express their gratitude success-
fully. Overall, although this scale is useful, these limitations mean that it is not a 
suitable model for measuring the Aristotelian virtue of gratitude in all its dimensions.

Appropriate 
Cognition 
(Practical 
Wisdom)

Appropriate Motivations
Appropriate 
Affect

Appropri-
ate Be-
haviours

Full Virtue Yes Yes Yes
Continence Yes No Yes
Incontinence Yes No No
Natural virtue No Yes Sometimes
Habit No No Yes
Vice (excess or 
deficiency)

No No No

Table 1 Aristotelian Character 
Dispositions

Note Appropriate cognition 
subsumes practical wisdom, 
including the broad deliberative 
ability to determine what 
ends are valuable and worth 
promoting and preserving. 
When someone has both 
appropriate cognition and 
affect, they have appropriate 
motivations
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Another good example of interdisciplinary research on virtue measurement is the 
Aristotelian Phronesis Model (APM) (Darnell et al., 2022). The APM is an empiri-
cal model that conceptualises practical wisdom as involving four different functions. 
These functions include the constitutive, blueprint, emotional regulation, and integra-
tive functions. Briefly, the constitutive function is about being able to perceive the 
morally relevant stimuli in any given situation. The blueprint function is about com-
prehending which behaviours are likely to result in flourishing. The integrative func-
tion relates to the ability to weigh and balance different virtues in situations where the 
demands of these virtues conflict. Finally, the emotional regulation function relates 
to experiencing emotions that are appropriate and in line with reason, which can be 
achieved through cognitive appraisals of the situation. In our view, this model of 
practical wisdom is comprehensive and aligns well with Aristotelian theory.

Recently, Darnell et al. (2022) performed a ‘proof of concept study’, taking items 
from various scales to assess the APM. This scale draws from different assessment 
types, such as self-report and ability test questions, including multi-choice, short 
answer, and vignette style questions, to assess the four functions of practical wisdom. 
The researchers found that their four-function model was supported by confirmatory 
factor analysis and that higher scores on the scale are related to performing more pro-
social behaviours. Despite the acknowledgement of the researchers that this scale, 
as a proof of concept, only approximates the real construct, this research is another 
good example of how interdisciplinary work by psychologists and philosophers can 
achieve conceptually rich scales. However, as the APM scale assesses practical wis-
dom, which is an intellectual virtue, it cannot measure every aspect of character vir-
tues, as understood by Aristotelian virtue theorists, such as appropriate behaviours 
and emotions (Kraut, 2022).

We propose that interdisciplinary approaches, such as the ones taken by Morgan et 
al. (2017) and Darnell et al. (2022), offer the best method for developing conceptu-
ally rich and theory-driven models of virtue. However, current measures of virtues, 
including those that take an interdisciplinary approach to Aristotelian virtue theory, 
have shortcomings. For this reason, our aim is to offer suggestions for measuring all 
the important aspects of virtue highlighted by Aristotelian virtue theorists.

We suggest that psychometric measures of virtue, based on Aristotelian virtue the-
ory, should include all the character dispositions discussed by Aristotle (virtue, vice, 
continence, incontinence, habit, and natural virtue) and should include the different 
dimensions or elements of each of these dispositions (behaviour, emotions, motiva-
tion, and reasoning). (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). This will allow us to investi-
gate the accuracy and consistency of an Aristotelian theory of character. It requires 
designing separate facets for measuring each dimension of virtue independently. For 
example, an Aristotelian virtue scale should have separate facets intended to measure 
appropriate behaviours, emotions and reasons separately. However, to properly mea-
sure the coalescence of the different components of virtue, we also propose an addi-
tional facet that measures motivations (appropriate motivations involve appropriate 
reasoning and emotions). Motivations should be measured in a way that ties specific 
behaviours to praiseworthy and appropriate actions. For example, if we had a behav-
ioural item about donating to charity, we should have a corresponding motivational 
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item assessing whether these behaviours are associated with praiseworthy motives, 
such as concern for the welfare of others.

One limitation of measuring praiseworthy motives is that there are numerous 
appropriate motives that could lead someone to perform any particular virtuous act. 
However, for the sake of a general scale designed to measure virtue, motives can 
be reduced to the fundamental motivations at the core of Aristotle’s secular theory 
of virtue. Fundamentally, that is, virtues are about living an excellent human life 
and promoting the flourishing of oneself and others (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). 
Therefore, we suggest that any account of virtuous motivations should at least focus 
on motivations related to promoting and preserving one’s own flourishing and the 
flourishing of others. Moreover, as the virtues are excellences, and people with vir-
tue strive towards excellence, additional motivations that tie behaviours to a general 
aim to achieve excellence can be included. Motivations of concern for others, self-
concern, and appreciation of excellence, measured as separate and distinguishable 
facets of virtue, should be adequate to measure the general appropriateness of one’s 
motivations, especially in combination with the independent behavioural, emotional, 
and reasoning items. Of course, more specific motivations can be added to address 
more nuanced research questions and to study virtuous motivations in greater depth.

Another concern amongst researchers is how to measure the vices, particularly 
the vice of excess. Typically, parametric psychology scales measure linear constructs 
― the higher you score on a measure, the more of the trait you have. However, this 
poses challenges for Aristotelian virtue theory because exceeding what is appropri-
ate in terms of motivations and behaviours results in the vice of excess, which is no 
longer a virtue (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). In the case of honesty, for instance, 
an individual would not have the virtue of honesty if they were committed to always 
telling the truth, regardless of the situation. A well-known example in this regard is 
the person who, when asked by a Nazi officer whether there are Jewish people in the 
house, tells the truth about their Jewish friend hiding in the attic. In this case, telling 
the truth is not an expression of virtue, especially if the motivation to be honest (just 
for the sake of honesty) was stronger than their motivation to protect their friend. 
Rather, telling the truth to the Nazis, in this case, manifests vice because it expresses 
an inappropriate and excessive concern for the truth. Vice is a way of failing to be 
virtuous, and, as a disposition, forms a significant part of someone’s character. Deter-
mining whether someone tells the truth in the wrong ways, in inappropriate circum-
stances, and so on, is important for determining how virtuous the person is.

Our proposal for measuring the vice of excess is to design an independent facet to 
measure it (rather than incorporating it into other facets that cover deficient to appro-
priately high levels). The reason for this is that when measuring vice as an indepen-
dent facet, it will be possible to investigate vice scores effectively and independently 
of the other facets, such as appropriate behaviours. This will make it easier to assess 
how the vice of excess correlates with other constructs, such as life satisfaction and 
depression, anxiety and stress. Moreover, although it may sound counterintuitive, we 
would expect vice items to correlate with the other virtue items, such as behavioural 
tendencies and motivations. This is because people who are virtuously honest (or 
courageous) and people who are excessive in honesty (or reckless) are likely to report 
similar behaviours, such as telling the truth (or standing up to adversities) on scales 
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designed for the general population and in ordinary contexts. The difference between 
these groups can be found in their sensitivity to context. Whereas people who have 
the virtue of courage will know when the risks of a situation outweigh the benefits, 
the person with the vice of recklessness will not.

In terms of the vice of excess and practical wisdom, people higher in practical wis-
dom will theoretically be less likely to feel and behave in excessive ways (Aristotle, 
ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). However, when it comes to self-report, people with vices of 
excess may rate themselves highly, as they might believe (wrongly) that they know 
which ends are valuable and how to preserve and promote these. In this regard, dis-
tinguishing between virtue and the vice of excess may be tricky ― what we propose 
is to investigate and identify the group of participants who score highly on the virtue 
facets, namely, appropriate behaviours, emotions, practical wisdom and motivations, 
without scoring highly on a specially designed vice of excess facet. This group of 
people may be considered high in virtue, whereas people scoring high on the vir-
tue items as well as the excess items (or extremely high on the total scale) can be 
thought to have the vice of excess. (We will suggest statistical analyses for doing 
this). For a detailed investigation of the relationship between the vices and practi-
cal wisdom, another promising avenue of research would be to assess how people 
who score highly on the vices respond to a comprehensive practical wisdom scale, 
ideally one that includes ability test items such as the one employed by Darnell et 
al. (2022). For an example of how to organise facets and items to measure a virtue, 
see Supplementary File 1, in which we present a model for measuring the virtue of 
conscientiousness.

When it comes to scale construction, we recommend that items be written care-
fully and in accordance with the relevant philosophical literature. This means that the 
authors should have a working understanding of Aristotelian virtue theory and the 
philosophical research on the virtue targeted for measurement. This can be a daunting 
task, especially for someone with little training in Philosophy; for this reason, scale 
construction can benefit from collaboration with at least one expert in Aristotelian 
virtue theory.

In some cases, however, establishing what types of items constitute expressions 
of virtue or what types of situations and stimuli are the most relevant to one virtue 
rather than others may be difficult. For this reason, some scholars working on virtue 
measurement recommend using prototype analysis (Wright et al., 2020). Prototype 
analysis can be performed by creating an index of items denoting situational stimuli 
relevant to the virtue being measured. These indexes of items can then be given to 
experts in virtue theory to rate these items in order of how important and prototypical 
they are of the target virtue. This strategy may be particularly useful for establishing 
the conceptual boundaries between virtues that appear very similar, such as generos-
ity and compassion. Using this method could also lessen the chances of researchers 
committing the jingle jangle fallacy, which occurs when the same construct is mea-
sured with different names (Wright et al., 2020).

Writing virtue-based items can also be challenging because some parts of Aris-
totelian theory, such as motivation-based facets, may be more complex and abstract 
than others. For this reason, specific and clear instructions may be required to guide 
participants and provide context. Pilot testing on a small sample is also highly recom-
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mended before full administration. This is to ensure that the items are comprehend-
ible by non-experts in virtue theory and that they contain accessible wording.

Perhaps the most important thing to consider when creating items to assess an 
Aristotelian account of virtue is whether the items cover a complete account of the 
virtue. For this reason, it is important to develop a large enough item pool to capture 
these various aspects of virtues. Typically, eight to ten items per domain are written 
during scale development (e.g., Wood et al., 2008; Kun et al., 2017; Pratscher et al., 
2019). Additionally, to fulfil key psychometric requirements, scales should contain 
three items per measurement domain after poor items have been removed (Robin-
son, 2018). For this reason, virtue scales designed to measure the seven distinctive 
aspects of virtues discussed in this paper (e.g., appropriate behaviours, emotions, 
concern for others, self-concern, appreciation of excellence, practical wisdom, and 
the vice of excess) should contain anywhere between 21 and 70 items, as three items 
are required for each measurement domain to establish reliability (Robinson, 2018). 
However, items in the mid-range of this bracket (i.e., around 30–40) may be more 
ideal, as 21 items might be insufficient for capturing the entirety of each aspect of 
virtue. On the other hand, longer scales may become impractical to administer due to 
response fatigue, making the scale burdensome, especially if administered with other 
measures of interest. Nevertheless, the exact number of items required to appropri-
ately measure any particular virtue depends on multiple factors, such as the number 
of facets included and the exact purpose of the scale.

When developing virtue scales, it is also worth considering the particular virtue 
being targeted for measurement. This is because virtues can be more or less complex; 
as such, some virtues may require more items to operationalise comprehensively. For 
instance, Miller (2021) proposes that honesty consists of truthfulness, forthrightness, 
respect for property, proper compliance, and fidelity to promises. Such an account 
is very broad and would require a large pool of items. In cases like these, it is also 
acceptable to measure one domain of the virtue, such as truth-telling, as its own sub-
virtue. This may help create deeper measures that provide sufficient insight into each 
component of the virtues while still being practical for various purposes.

Response options should also be clear; we suggest four to five response options 
measuring agreement with each item. This is because fewer than four response cat-
egories can impede the sensitivity and the ability of the scale to differentiate between 
people with different characteristics properly, and more than five items can lead to 
confusion, making it difficult for participants to determine the differences between 
each response category (Medvedev et al., 2016; Sprague et al., 2018; Robinson, 
2018; Simms et al., 2019). Response options that measure how much people agree 
with each item (e.g., disagree to strongly agree) work better for assessing virtues 
compared to response options that ask about the frequency of manifesting virtue 
(e.g., never to very often). This is because some aspects of virtue necessitate the 
measurement of core beliefs and motivations that people hold. Attitudes, beliefs, and 
values are more appropriately assessed by asking the participants whether they agree 
with such values and beliefs and so on. This contrasts with emotional experiences 
and behaviours that are performed and experienced with varying frequencies; these 
items can either be measured with frequency or agreement-styled response options.
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Two of the main challenges associated with measuring virtues involve culture and 
social desirability. So far, research in positive psychology has indeed been criticised 
for relying on data from Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, and Democratic 
(W.E.I.R.D) populations (Van Zyl et al., 2023). This is concerning, given that vir-
tues are constructs that are, in part, culturally relative. This means that what counts 
as an expression of virtue in one culture may not constitute an expression of virtue 
in another, given the its social norms, and so on. In this sense, virtue scales that are 
designed to be used in Western societies should not be presented as universal assess-
ment tools ― researchers should acknowledge the context and purpose for which the 
scale has been created.

The lack of tools designed to measure non-W.E.I.R.D populations is also concern-
ing in its own right, as studying how virtue manifests differently across cultures and 
contexts (and learning how to measure these virtues) will benefit more people across 
the world. More balanced cultural research will also advance our global understand-
ing of the similarities and differences between the virtues of different countries and 
the potential impacts these have on the well-being of different people. For these rea-
sons, investigating culturally specific manifestations or expressions of virtues is a 
commendable research aim. However, it is recommended that culturally specific vir-
tue research be conducted in collaboration with experts from the culture in question.

Social desirability and limiting biased responses are two further concerns in virtue 
research, as there may be substantial differences between reported virtue and actual 
virtue (Fower et al., 2021; Miller, 2017; Grimm, 2010). Social desirability can be a 
problem for any scale that measures behaviour or traits that are socially desirable, 
and that people may therefore feel pressure to conform to. In the case of virtue mea-
surement, this is particularly problematic, as being virtuous is considered to be both 
desirable and admirable or praiseworthy, whereas vice is strongly disapproved of. 
For this reason, some people may be more inclined to rate themselves as more virtu-
ous than they really are, which could possibly reduce the accuracy of scales designed 
to measure virtues.

Although social desirability is concerning, it is important to note that this type of 
bias is likely to introduce a consistent type of error variance, as people will tend to 
be biased in the same direction. Provided that the data that is gathered is normally 
distributed, scholars will be able to see differences in people’s self-assessment of 
their own traits, despite social desirability effects. In these cases, useful and effective 
comparisons between people are still possible for research. Additionally, one way to 
reduce the error variance introduced to datasets via social desirability is to employ 
the right sort of analysis, such as applying Rasch analysis and converting ordinal 
scores into an interval level of measurement, thereby improving the precision of the 
assessment (Medvedev & Krägeloh, 2022).

Another step that can be taken to reduce the effect of social desirability is to empha-
sise the anonymity of the research participants in consent forms, advertisements, and 
invitations. Additionally, social desirability tests can be included in surveys, such 
as the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding Short Form (Hart et al., 2015). 
Correlations can then be conducted between these scales and the virtue assessment to 
determine whether the virtue measure correlates to a concerning degree with social 
desirability or not (e.g., Fowers et al., 2022). So far, previous research has found 
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weak correlations between virtue scales and social desirability measures (Fowers et 
al., 2021). Another potential way to reduce social desirability is to include some abil-
ity test questions, perhaps ones designed to assess the practical wisdom of respon-
dents. Ideally, if the self-report questions are working properly, then they should be 
able to predict scores on the ability questions and vice versa. Likewise, self-report 
measures can be administered along with behavioural tests to determine whether 
particular self-report scales can actually predict behaviour. For instance, Fowers et 
al. (2022) found that participants who scored highly on their Interpersonal Fairness 
Scale were less likely to be influenced by situational stimuli that can influence people 
to not act fairly.

2.1 Measurement Analyses for Virtue Scales

To investigate this model of Aristotelian virtues, we propose that scholars use par-
ticular statistical analyses, including Exploratory and Confirmatory Factor analysis 
(EFA & CFA), Exploratory Structural Equation Modelling (ESEM), Rasch analy-
sis, Latent Profile analysis (LPA), and Network analysis. EFA, CFA, and ESEM are 
essential for validating new scales, especially those with multiple facets, such as 
scales designed to measure virtues. For this reason, these should be the first major 
types of analyses applied after developing a virtue measure. CFA and ESEM are use-
ful techniques for confirming whether a proposed theoretical factor structure, such 
as an Aristotelian model of virtue, appropriately fits and explains the variance of 
the observed data (Brown, 2015; Van Zyl & ten Klooster, 2022). In particular, these 
analyses can be used to investigate whether distinguishable but related components 
of virtues, such as motivational, behavioural, affective, and reasoning components, 
can be discovered. CFA and ESEM are also important in ensuring that the data fits an 
idealized and unbiased measurement model.

Assessing whether the variance in the observed data fits the measurement model is 
important, as it helps to ensure that the data is not biased and that there are no prob-
lematic items in the scale. In terms of virtue, it is also important to determine whether 
theoretical accounts of the factor structure align well with the patterns of variance 
observed in the data. If the theoretical account does not adequately align with the 
observed data, it may be inappropriate to use the proposed factor solution to inform 
subsequent analyses. This could be problematic, especially if one theoretical account 
of the structure of virtue is necessary to test a particular claim made by Aristotelian 
theorists, such as the claim that frequently performing virtuous actions allows us to 
acquire practical wisdom, and whether the vices are related to undesirable outcome 
variables. In this case, domain validity needs to be established to determine whether 
a proposed factor structure is appropriate for further study.

Several analyses can be used to establish the domain validity of virtue scales. In 
most cases, exploratory methods such as EFA should initially be employed. EFA is 
a good preliminary evaluation of the factor structure of a scale, and it can be used to 
determine whether items are loading onto theoretically proposed domains (Yong & 
Pearce, 2013). After this, confirmatory techniques can be employed with an indepen-
dent sample to confirm the exploratory observations. Confirmatory techniques, such 
as CFA, more effectively allow researchers to test a preconceived model based on 
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theory, whereas EFA is primarily an exploratory method for generating hypotheses 
about possible models (Chumney, 2012). However, because virtues are theory-driven 
concepts, it is important for researchers to not merely take a data-driven approach 
by basing their proposed factor structure model only on EFA results. Rather, they 
should use EFA to provide hints about which potential models are theoretically plau-
sible, striking a good balance between psychometric acceptability and theoretical 
coherence.

Although CFA is a traditional and common validation technique in Positive Psy-
chology, positive psychologists have been critiqued for using CFA because it can 
result in poorer measurement quality, with biased factor loadings (Van Zyl & ten 
Klooster, 2022; Ng et al., 2017). Indeed, critics also point out that some assessment 
tools in Positive Psychology produce inconsistent factor structures, which is likely 
due to methodological issues, including the use of standard CFA instead of CFA 
adaptations and ESEM (Wong & Rory, 2018; Van Zyl & ten Klooster, 2022; Van Zyl 
et al., 2023). For this reason, it is recommended that future validation studies either 
apply recent CFA adaptations that mitigate these problems or use ESEM, which may 
be a useful tool for validating virtue models, as it provides more flexibility than stan-
dard CFA models.

One of the limitations of CFA is that cross-loadings are restrained to zero, limiting 
the dynamic interaction between factors (Van Zyl & ten Klooster, 2022). In CFA, 
factors are often referred to as ‘pure’, only loading onto their latent factor. This is 
problematic, as it can lead to stronger relationships between the items and factors and 
better fit statistics than what would otherwise be the case, causing unrealistic indica-
tors of measurement quality (Van Zyl & ten Klooster, 2022). Moreover, researchers 
also note that CFA may be inappropriate for virtue and personality measurements, 
as these tests contain items that can be interpreted in various ways at once, causing 
cross-loadings between facets (Ng et al., 2017; Hopwood & Donnellan, 2010; Van 
Zyl & ten Klooster, 2022).

One strategy for mitigating concerns about cross-loadings is to use CFA adap-
tations, such as bifactor and hierarchical modelling and the correlated uniqueness 
model, which can reduce item-specific and method effects (Morin, 2020). Bifactor 
and hierarchical modelling can be used to separate the effects of general and specific 
factors and account for both shared and unique variance among items. Essentially, 
these models assume an underlying latent trait that accounts for the shared variance 
amongst the items (Reise, 2012). The Correlated uniqueness model is also useful as it 
can be used to specify the correlations between residuals of items that are conceptu-
ally related and cross-load in a way that deviates from the latent factors.

Using ESEM is another potential strategy to mitigate the concerns associated with 
standard CFA. ESEM allows for more flexibility by enabling a limited number of 
cross-loadings (close to zero) between items on different factors. This has been said 
to result in a more realistic model because psychological traits are often complex and 
correlate with multiple variables in various ways (Marsh et al., 2010, 2013; Van Zyl 
& ten Klooster, 2022). For example, when it comes to virtues, it is likely the case, and 
theoretically assumed, that one factor, such as virtuous motives, will correlate with 
virtuous behaviours and appropriate emotions and so on.
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ESEM offers several advantages over standard CFA. For one, ESEM is consid-
ered to reduce measurement bias and generate models that are more consistent with 
theoretical conceptions (Van Zyl & ten Klooster, 2022). Moreover, while ESEM has 
its limitations, such as the inability to model hierarchical structures and other com-
plex relationships, the recently developed ESEM-within-CFA and SET-ESEM can 
resolve these and related limitations. Overall, ESEM is considered a more rigorous 
and robust technique that can provide models more suitable for psychometric virtue 
and well-being measures (Van Zyl & ten Klooster, 2022).

Rasch analysis is another more advanced statistical technique that can be used 
for validation and further enhancing a scale reliability after employing EFA, CFA or 
ESEM. Rasch analysis is mainly used to examine whether an assessment conforms 
to the fundamental principles of measurement proposed by Thurstone (1931). These 
principles include unidimensionality (the idea that assessments should measure only 
one construct), measurement invariance (the measure should work equally well for 
everyone), and equal distance between measurement units (e.g., the scale should 
measure at least at an interval level of measurement). Rasch analysis is a generally 
underused technique in positive psychology, with a few exceptions (e.g., McManus 
et al., 2024; Medvedev., 2017); however, it is a powerful tool for eliminating error 
variance, as it can convert ordinal data into interval data, resulting in more reliable 
measurement instruments (Medvedev & Krägeloh, 2022). It can also assess differ-
ential items functioning (DIF), which can inform researchers of whether the scale 
works differently for different groups, such as gender or age groups. Another notable 
way in which Rasch is useful is that it can produce person-item threshold distribu-
tion plots that can be used to determine whether the scale can effectively measure the 
range of a person’s abilities (e.g., how virtuous people are) in the sample and that 
there are no floor or ceiling effects.

These various features of Rasch analysis are very relevant to virtue measurement. 
As previously mentioned, the ordinal to interval conversions can eliminate error vari-
ance caused by social desirability. However, the person-item threshold distribution 
plot can also help mitigate concerns about social desirability. This is because the 
person-item threshold distribution plot can show whether a virtue scale can measure 
the full distribution of different amounts of virtue in the sample. If a scale can do 
so, and the Rasch model fit is acceptable, it is a good indication that the scale can 
differentiate between different people, regardless of whether social desirability bias 
influences them. Additionally, Rasch can also be used for cultural research, a topic 
that’s highly relevant to virtues, by revealing whether certain cultural groups respond 
differently to particular items versus other cultural groups (i.e., whether there is DIF). 
This can be highly informative about whether meaningful comparisons can be made 
across cultures. Lastly, the stringent test of unidimensionality in Rasch analysis can 
provide stronger evidence than other types of analyses about the unidimensionality 
of virtue scales and whether the components of virtue really relate to each other in a 
way that constitutes a unified construct. For a recent example of how Rasch analysis 
can be used to validate a virtue assessment see McManus et al. (2024).

After a virtue measure based on Aristotelian theory has been validated, the next step 
in the research process is to use the scale to test claims made by Aristotelian theorists. 
This is vital for establishing an empirical basis for Aristotelianism and determining 
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whether it offers a realistic account of virtue and character. In this regard, LPA will be 
a particularly important tool. LPA is a statistical technique for investigating personal 
profiles and patterns of responses. This analysis is often compared to factor analysis; 
however, instead of identifying groups of related items, LPA identifies groups of indi-
viduals that respond similarly to particular groups of items (Spurk et al., 2020). These 
groups of individuals are typically referred to as latent populations, and people can 
be clustered according to a broad range of responses, such as attitudes, behaviours, 
emotions, and so on. In this sense, LPA is a type of categorical analysis that divides 
people into groups. LPA will be useful for investigating Aristotelian virtue theory, in 
particular, whether it is true that people roughly fall into seven character categories, 
that is, being fully virtuous, continent, incontinent, vicious (as an excess or defect), 
naturally virtuous or merely having (good or bad) habits (see Table 1). Thus, LPA 
could be useful for establishing empirical support for Aristotle’s overall theory of 
character and how different components of virtue interact in different types of people. 
For this reason, LPA analysis, alongside other statistical analyses, will be useful for 
assessing Aristotelian virtue theorists’ complex ideas about character dispositions, 
including the idea that traits are continuous but also roughly categorical.

LPA can be used to test and identify whether the particular character categories 
proposed by Aristotle can be discovered in the data. It will also allow for the possible 
identification of those individuals who score highly on the vice items compared to 
individuals who score highly on the virtue items. In this sense, we can investigate 
the character dispositions proposed by Aristotle and assess how these different dis-
positions relate to valuable outcome variables such as life satisfaction, educational 
success and health. This analysis is a useful tool for evaluating the empirical viability 
of Aristotelian virtue theory, as, unlike other analyses, it can identify important sub-
categories of people in a data set. For this reason, it can potentially advance theory, 
development and practice, especially if new subcategories are identified.

Another method that can be used to test claims made by virtue theorists and 
advance theory about the virtues is Network analysis, which is an advanced statisti-
cal method used to establish a nuanced picture of the nomological net of associations 
between sets of variables (Epskamp et al., 2012). It is particularly useful for post-
validation analysis as it can display unique interactive links between facets of vir-
tue that can be used to find clues and generate hypotheses about which components 
of virtues are the most important. Network analysis has a decided advantage over 
standard correlational analyses because it can be used to identify direct and indirect 
relationships between variables. It can also provide visual representations of com-
plex correlational networks, thereby aiding interpretability (Åkerblom et al., 2021; 
Costantini et al., 2015).

Network analysis will be useful for investigating virtues, given that the virtues 
have multiple components that are expected to relate to each other (and perhaps to 
other variables) in different ways (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). Thus, it can be 
used to identify which variables directly correlate with each other within the network 
of variables, thereby revealing the internal structure of the virtues, showing how each 
component is connected to the others. This will allow us to test an important claim 
made by virtue theorists, namely that people can learn to become more virtuous by 
habitually performing virtuous actions, which, in due time, leads them to acquire 
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practical wisdom and have appropriate feelings and motivations. Directional network 
plots display probability estimates about the expected direction of casualty between 
these variables (Heeren et al., 2021), thereby helping us to determine whether per-
forming virtuous acts causes increases in virtuous motivation. Network analysis is 
also useful because it can display indirect relationships, such as between appropriate 
behaviours and emotions. It could be the case that appropriate behaviours correlate 
with practical wisdom, and that practical wisdom correlates with appropriate emo-
tions. Thus, seeing these indirect relationships, as well as the direct relationships, 
helps form a deeper understanding of the correlational network.

Overall, Network analysis will be a useful tool for potentially advancing virtue 
theory. It may, for instance, identify one aspect of virtue as the most vital for attain-
ing full virtue or experiencing life satisfaction or health. It may also be the case that 
each separate aspect of virtue offers unique benefits. This will be useful for discov-
ering the components of virtue an individual is lacking in, and which aspects they 
should focus on in order to develop full virtue. In this way, Network analysis can 
be used to advance future theory. In short, we believe that Network analysis offers 
unique advantages, as it helps in comprehending constructs as networks of interre-
lated and self-sustaining variables. This understanding might be more realistic than 
the traditional view that well-being constructs exist as underlying latent constructs 
(Borsboom, 2013).

2.2 A Potentially Harmful Neo-Liberal Ideology

Even though Aristotelian virtue theory offers a rich conceptual foundation for empiri-
cal work on the virtues, it is worth noting that this theory may still be susceptible to a 
different challenge that is sometimes directed at Positive Psychology generally. New 
Aristotelian virtue scales could be another example of Positive Psychology being a 
‘decontextualised neo-liberal ideology that causes harm’ (Van Zyl et al., 2023). A 
neo-liberal ideology, in this context, refers to the idea that individuals are respon-
sible for their own choices, misfortunes, successes and flourishing, and so on (Van 
Zyl et al., 2023; Fernández-Ríos & Novo, 2012). Some of the strongest proponents 
of this kind of view, such as Burr and Dick (2021), engage in a social construc-
tionist critique of Positive Psychology, in particular, they critique the individualistic 
approach taken by psychologists. It is important to note that this critique is based on 
the highly controversial assumption that there is no objective reality and that people’s 
perceptions are mere products of how language shapes reality through discourse and 
power dynamics. Despite its controversial nature, this view is still worth considering 
because it highlights potential harms associated with Positive Psychology in general, 
as well as an Aristotelian approach to flourishing and well-being. This is especially 
the case, as flourishing, in the Aristotelian view, partly depends on the character of 
individuals.

Burr and Dick (2021) observe a tension between the positive psychological and 
social constructionist’s understandings of people. According to Burr and Dick, posi-
tive psychologists take an individualistic approach to psychology; that is, they sub-
scribe to “the idea that people are self-contained psychological units that exist prior 
to society and social relationships” (Burr & Dick, 2021, p.156). They contrast this 

1 3



International Journal of Applied Positive Psychology

with their social constructionist view, which emphasises social relations and the 
construction of knowledge through discourse and power dynamics. From a social 
constructionist perspective, concepts such as traits and virtues are merely social con-
structions resulting from power dynamics in modern Western societies (Burr & Dick, 
2021). They compare the discourse of Positive Psychology to a supposedly current 
conflation between large body sizes and poor health in the U.K. They claim that 
healthy weight standards are a socio-political construction stemming from discourses 
intended to encourage citizens to take personal accountability for their weight and 
to lower the cost of public health spending. Similarly, they suggest that personality 
constructs are designed to get people to take accountability for their own flourishing. 
These powerful discourses, they argue, often favour certain groups of people and 
disadvantage others. Burr and Dick (2021) view Positive Psychology as a highly 
political science that promotes a neoliberal ideology that positions individuals as 
consumers who are responsible for their own flourishing and character; the quality 
of their lives is primarily a consequence of their own personal successes or failures. 
This approach, they argue, neglects the broad external factors that determine how 
individuals view themselves, placing blame on individuals rather than their cultural 
and structural situations.

Other theorists also critique this individualistic approach taken by Positive Psy-
chology, arguing that it causes harm. Thompson (2018) notes that classification 
systems, like diagnoses, necessarily make distinctions between different groups of 
people. Although making distinctions between things may be fundamental to human 
cognition, Thompson notes that the labels given to these things are not neutral, car-
rying meanings that can have varying repercussions on people’s lives. For instance, 
Thompson notes that the label of being Jewish had detrimental implications for people 
living in Germany during the 1930s. As such, these labels cause stigma and can deter-
mine how people are treated and what resources are allocated to them (Thompson, 
2018). Thompson (2018) argues that psychological disorders are types of classifica-
tions that can cause stigma by labelling individuals as dysfunctional and in need of 
intervention. With the creation of positive psychological classifications, the number 
of people thought of as dysfunctional may get even larger, as labelling some people 
as optimal and flourishing implies that others are languishing or dysfunctional.

This critique about labels and stigma is particularly relevant to the Aristotelian 
account of flourishing and well-being, as Aristotelians believe people can be classed 
as virtuous, vicious, continent, and so on, and that these are fundamental evaluative 
terms to describe people’s character (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). Classifying a 
particular individual as having a vice, say the vice of laziness, seems to position the 
problem within the individual, and such a label could cause harm to the individual 
and affect how other people view and treat them, leading to essentialism about the 
person’s identity.

Concerns about harm and stigma are valid and need to be taken seriously. How-
ever, despite the potential risks of Positive Psychology and evaluative individual 
measurement, happiness, well-being, and flourishing are still important topics. Many 
people strive for well-being and want to flourish. Moreover, although it is true that 
social structures and society play vital roles in this domain, it is also true that individ-
ual differences, including the behaviours and attitudes of individuals, are important 
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factors for well-being (Anglim, 2020). This is one of the reasons psychologists are 
interested in investigating this set of factors.

It’s also important to note that although external circumstances are important and 
can shape the ways in which people view and think about themselves and the world, 
interventions targeted at individuals and studies investigating individual differences 
are still helpful because they can reveal which characteristics are the most conducive 
to desirable outcomes like well-being, educational success and relationship quality 
(e.g., see Green, 2022; Wagner et al., 2020; Bruna et al., 2019; Wagner & Ruch, 
2015; Boiman-Meshita & Littman-Ovadia, 2021). Furthermore, the study of Positive 
Psychology does not have to impede the work of anthropologists, political scien-
tists, social psychologists and sociologists taking a broader sociological approach to 
well-being. After all, having facts about individuals, even if these are contingent on 
culture, can help inform scholars about how people can flourish in the cultural con-
text they find themselves in. Furthermore, this information can complement broader 
movements to improve society and the political conditions for individual welfare. 
The evidence for this point is readily available; positive psychological interventions 
have been found to improve well-being in both non-clinical and clinical populations 
where individuals face more internal and external barriers (van Agteren et al., 2021).

The importance of external resources regarding flourishing is acknowledged by 
Aristotle himself, who observed that virtue alone is not necessary for flourishing and 
that people also need some degree of luck and access to external resources in order 
to live well (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). This is an important part of Aristote-
lian virtue theory, and the conditions that help cultivate and sustain virtue is a very 
important area of research ― one that can be complementary to developing assess-
ment tools to measure virtue. Indeed, the proper measurement of Aristotelian virtues 
allows scholars to empirically investigate the link between external circumstances 
and virtue.

Power dynamics and oppression are, in fact, areas of interest for some virtue theo-
rists, such as Tessman’s (2005) discussion of the phenomenon of ‘burdened virtue’, 
which occurs when someone faces oppression to the extent that behaving virtuously 
doesn’t contribute to their flourishing, or when someone who has virtuous motiva-
tions is unable to perform virtuous acts because of social or physical restraints. Bur-
dened virtue is, therefore, an important (and testable) aspect of Aristotelian virtue 
theory. Overall, although virtues are seen as individual characteristics, there have 
been theoretical analyses of how virtues might interact, what they require, and how 
they develop in particular conditions. This theoretical work offers a good bridge and 
theoretical basis for investigating virtues within a social context and accounting for 
these external conditions. Moreover, burdened virtue may be a promising and valu-
able area of potential research that can help account for oppressive circumstances, 
mitigating blame and discouraging the placement of full responsibility on individuals.

When it comes to classifications, although they can cause stigma, it is still true 
that in order to learn about virtues and flourishing, we need ways of classifying and 
measuring them. Indeed, because of the potential well-being benefits of psychologi-
cal measurements for assessing desirable traits, we do not suggest abandoning assess-
ment tools for virtue measurement. Instead, we propose that caution should be taken 
in their investigation and understanding. Methods should be used to reduce the harm 
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and stigmatisation of vices through anonymising research and emphasising the flex-
ible nature of the virtues, including how they relate to social contexts and conditions. 
Of course, it is important to note that virtue is just one variable that influences behav-
iour, and individual psychology is influenced by many different factors, often beyond 
the individual’s control (Wȩziak-Białowolska et al., 2019; Steel et al., 2018; Yu et 
al., 2018; Doris, 2002). This is why it is essential for researchers to be clear about 
the context in which these instruments are constructed and tested, without making 
sweeping generalisations based on limited evidence and inappropriate methodolo-
gies. Of course, investigating how virtue manifests differently depending on culture 
and context is an interesting avenue for future research ― one that will be aided by 
more effective assessment tools.

Whether and how character categorisation should be assigned based on individual 
assessment and intervention is a controversial topic that warrants much discussion. In 
our view, applications of character categories may be useful in various fields, includ-
ing employment screening and applied organisation psychology, education, and clini-
cal and forensic psychology. For instance, in education and clinical settings, virtue 
assessments can be used to test the effectiveness of particular interventions designed 
to aid virtue cultivation. In education, this is important, as developing virtues may 
help children flourish. Moreover, integrating effective character development pro-
grams into schools may result in a better society where people are more equipped to 
deal with challenges and work cooperatively. Making categorical classifications in 
education can also help identify which children may benefit from particular interven-
tions designed to enhance certain aspects of their character. The same is true in clini-
cal and forensic psychology, where patients’ lack of virtue may be contributing to 
maladaptive behaviour that causes harm to themselves or others. Thus, having ways 
of identifying these problematic character traits and assessing them for improvement 
may, in some cases, be warranted.

In terms of employment screening, certain jobs require or might benefit from com-
binations of different character dispositions — to be effective, police officers clearly 
need courage, but also compassion, conscientiousness, and patience. These virtues 
are important for police officers as they take on social responsibility to protect mem-
bers of society from harm. Employing people with virtuous traits for roles such as 
policing may have a direct influence on the well-being and safety of citizens. In cases 
like this, the potential harms associated with assessing applicants’ character are likely 
outweighed by the value of a more effective recruitment process, especially if assess-
ment is handled with professionalism and confidentiality. The same is true in other 
high-stakes jobs, such as in health care. These are fields where virtue assessments 
will be useful, as the values and characteristics of these professionals need to align 
with the goals and purpose of the institutions. Moreover, virtue assessments cannot 
only be used to screen potential employees but also for professional development 
in these fields to enhance employees’ well-being and effectiveness. Virtue assess-
ments may even benefit employees by steering them away from unsuitable careers 
and steering them towards a career that thy find more fulfilling.

Overall, although there seem to be some fields where virtue assessment and cate-
gorisation are appropriate, it’s important to be aware of the potential of categorisation 
to cause stigma. For this reason, virtue assessments and character labels should be 
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applied with care. If causation is taken, it seems possible to apply Aristotelian virtue 
theory without having to blame particular people as vicious or weak-willed. A sensi-
tive application of virtue theory in psychology is also consistent with advice from 
virtue theorists regarding moral evaluation. For instance, we should note that most 
people fall short of full virtue, and that virtue is an ideal we should all strive towards 
as a community (Aristotle, ca. 350 B.C.E./2020). Further, Van Zyl (2019) cautions 
against using a virtue- and vice-framework to judge the actions and characters of 
other people, as this can amount to being judgemental and hypocritical. Instead, we 
should focus on improving our own character.

3 Conclusion

In conclusion, Positive Psychology is a relatively new science that faces challenges 
and criticism. In particular, the most popular classification of strengths and virtues, 
the VIA-IS, has been criticised for lacking a strong conceptual foundation, thereby 
undermining the status of Positive Psychology as a respected science (Efendic & Van 
Zyl, 2019; Van Zyl et al., 2023). In this paper, we have proposed that positive psy-
chologists should respond to these criticisms by engaging in interdisciplinary work 
on virtue measurement. They can do this by working alongside philosophers (and 
perhaps scholars from other disciplines) to create measurements based on Aristote-
lian virtue theory. An interdisciplinary approach may be particularly helpful in terms 
of developing empirical models that are theoretically accurate. This will also help in 
designing appropriate methodology, as the important aspects of Aristotelian virtue 
theory will be more apparent. Given the complexity and nuance of Aristotelian virtue 
theory, a careful approach to virtue measurement must be taken. For this reason, we 
have suggested analyses to help guide researchers in validating and investigating 
new virtue assessments. These analyses include innovative techniques such as Rasch 
analysis ESEM, LPA and Network analysis.

Despite the promise of the Aristotelian approach to virtue, care must be taken 
to avoid causing stigmatisation and harm (Burr & Dick, 2021; Thompson, 2018). 
For this reason, future research should follow appropriate ethical guidelines, while 
also interpreting their findings in respect to cultural contexts. Future research can 
also focus on investigating ‘burdened virtues,’ that is, virtues that are restrained by 
oppression and unfortunate social circumstances (Tessman, 2005). Such work, we 
argue, will help to maintain a high standard of science, reduce harm to individuals, 
and promote well-being. Overall, taking an Aristotelian approach to virtue is promis-
ing, as it will lead to new and beneficial instruments that will help scholars understand 
virtue, flourishing and well-being. The creation of new and rich virtue measurements 
will also be useful for designing interventions aimed at helping people develop vir-
tue. As such, additional work, involving the careful reflection of critiques of Positive 
Psychology, can help the discipline advance as a science, promoting a reputation of 
rigor and effectiveness.
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