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Questions of virtue do not routinely arise in public health contexts. Supposed connections between virtue and health have

sometimes come under criticism for effectively “blaming the victim” for poor health (Sloan, 2011; Willen, 2022). While

acknowledging this concern, in this commentary, I will suggest that the empirical research on character interventions in

fact provides grounds for adopting such interventions as important, albeit neglected, resources for public health, and, as I

have argued elsewhere, that the reasonable concerns about blaming the victim can in fact be navigated (VanderWeele et

al., 2023; VanderWeele, 2022, 2023, 2024). While I will focus primarily on the promotion of character and virtue within a

pluralistic context, I will conclude with some remarks on situating character interventions within the broader context of the

health of the person, and of Christian theology (cf. Herdt, 2023).

Evidence for Character-Based Interventions on Health 

Numerous individual level character-based interventions have been developed, with supporting evidence for effectiveness

from randomized trials. These include interventions to promote gratitude (Davis et al., 2016; Cregg and Cheavens, 2020),

kindness (Kerr et al., 2015; Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, and Schkade, 2005), forgiveness (Wade et al., 2014; Ho et al., 2024),

compassion (Kirby et al., 2017), patience (Alan and Ertac, 2018), and perseverance/grit (Alan et al., 2019). Individual

randomized trials, or in several cases, meta-analyses of randomized trials, have indicated evidence for effects of these

character interventions on happiness, sleep, and physical health (Davis et al., 2016; Emmons and McCullough, 2003; Kirby

et al., 2017; Curry et al., 2018), depression and anxiety (Wade et al., 2014; Kirby et al., 2017; Cregg and Cheavens, 2020),

hope (Wade et al., 2014), and educational test scores (Alan et al., 2019).

Based on this evidence, it would seem that health and well-being might be advanced by efforts to utilize and disseminate

these  character  interventions.  Such  interventions  could  be  employed  in  local  contexts  within  schools,  workplaces,

families, religious communities and elsewhere. Campaigns to make use of these evidence-based interventions could also

be carried out at local, national, and international scales. Existing evidence indicates that such interventions could be

effective both in promoting these various aspects of character, but also in promoting health and well-being.
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Objections to Character Interventions can be Overcome 

As noted above, objections are sometimes raised concerning introducing notions of character into public health or public

policy or even into public discourse (Sloan, 2011; Willen, 2022). Some would prefer to refrain from even mentioning terms

such as “virtue” or “character.” Concerns are raised that such notions are paternalistic; that the very idea of character is

culturally relative; and that any discussion of such matters is, once again, likely to result in blaming the victim. These are

important concerns,  but the appropriate response is arguably to more sensitively address these issues surrounding

character, rather than to abandon such notions altogether.

While  there will  inevitably  be differences in the character  strengths that  are valued across societies,  cross-cultural

research suggests that there is a lot that is held in common including valuing courage, justice, humanity, temperance,

wisdom, and transcendence (Dahslgaard et al., 2005). Moreover, for virtues such as courage, wisdom, and justice, if one

were to ask who wanted to pursue these versus instead being cowardly, foolish, and unjust, one would get very few opting

for the latter (cf. VanderWeele, 2022). There is variation in precisely how these virtues are understood, but that virtue is

important, and that these specific virtues are important, is shared across cultures. It is perhaps only in circles of the

contemporary West that one finds any hesitation (VanderWeele et al., 2023).

Promoting Character for Health from Self to Society 

Likewise, while attributing poor health to poor character is often inappropriate (Sloan, 2011; Willen, 2022), that does not

mean that character is irrelevant, or that we cannot seek to develop character within ourselves and promote character

strengths within society more generally. One can strongly affirm that not every instance of ill-health is due to a failing of

one’s own character, while still acknowledging the potential that character interventions might hold in making positive

contributions to health and well-being. To not utilize such character interventions—in schools or workplaces, say—is to

neglect an important and powerful tool to enhance flourishing throughout society. Character is important for our own

lives, and it is especially critical for those who are in positions of power and influence, if we are to work towards a better

society. Neglect of matters of character will impoverish us and our communities.

While these character promotion intervention efforts are valuable and could arguably be much more powerfully leveraged

than is the case at present, character and virtue are ultimately developed and shaped over the course of a lifetime.

Relationships, communities, and institutions play a critical role in the development and formation of character. Efforts to

promote character development at local,  national,  and international scales can make use of the existing and future

evidence-based  character  interventions.  However,  because  of  the  important  role  communities,  relationships,  and

institutions play in the formation of character, efforts to promote character should also foster and encourage community

participation and acknowledge their critical role in development and formation and this too can be acknowledged within

public  health  contexts  (Rozier,  2016;  Daly,  2011).  These  various  efforts  to  promote  character  development  have

considerable potential to foster not only physical health, but the health of the person as well.
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Virtues for Flourishing in Christian Thought and Community 

Good character,  or  virtue,  is  of  course not  only  instrumentally  valuable,  but  intrinsically  important  in  its  own right.

Character itself might be understood as the sum of the moral and mental qualities which distinguish an individual (Oxford

English Dictionary, 1989), and virtue as a habit in accord with reason to attain the good (Aquinas, 1274/1948). Both the

classical tradition (Aristotle, 4th-C BCE/1925) and the Christian tradition (Aquinas, 1274/1948; cf. Herdt, 2023) effectively

envision flourishing as the development and exercise of the virtues, with the Christian tradition making the theological

virtues of  faith,  hope,  and love central  (Aquinas,  1274/1948).  Understood this  way,  virtue is  a  constitutive  part  of

flourishing, of the health of the person. Failures of character or virtue, which inevitably arise, are a deviation from what

God intended, and constitute sin. Christians, however, believe that God has, through the life, death and resurrection of

Jesus Christ, and the ongoing work of the Church and the Spirit, provided a means to address such sin and to bring about

a restoration to God’s intent. From the standpoint of Christian theology, spiritual transformation, the life of the Church, and

the work of the Spirit can powerfully shape character, both assisting in the developing of virtue and the infusing of virtues

with an orientation towards more ultimate and supernatural ends (Aquinas, 1274/1948).

And indeed the empirical literature provides strong support for church attendance contributing to character and to other

aspects of health and well-being (VanderWeele, 2017ab; Koenig et al., 2024). We are moreover to steward our knowledge

and resources well,  and this then arguably also entails a making use of the evidence-based character interventions

described above to promote both character and also the health and well-being of society. The promotion of character and

virtue is arguably important within pluralistic public health contexts, but it is absolutely essential for a genuinely Christian

theology of health (VanderWeele, 2024).
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