
INTRODUCTION 
To be a successful military leader one must be able to quick-

ly acclimate and adapt to changing circumstances, persist and 
endure with determination regardless of failure, and adapt 
quickly from challenging environments and situations. Per-
forming these missions and tasks, an effective military leader 
must have sound character [1-3]. In particular, individuals must 
be fearless in their convictions, honest in their behaviors and 
thoughts, and dependable in their actions. A sound character 
consists of a variety of applicable character strengths and vir-
tues [2, 3]. Character strengths are psychological features that 
depict virtues, and subsequently, are not independent systems 
of conduct and performance [4]. Virtues are defined as “pre-
dispositions toward moral excellence as means of solving the 
important tasks necessary for survival and advancement of the 
species” [5(p6)]. Understanding character strengths and virtues  

is important in creating and developing a successful leader, 
notably paramilitary and military contexts. In Values in Action 
(VIA) Inventory of Strengths, Peterson and Seligman [2] catego-
rize 24 different character strengths into their six-virtue model. 
The six virtues include: courage, humanity, justice, wisdom and 
knowledge, transcendence, and temperance. Through a hierar-
chical regression approach, McGrath et al. [1] recommended a 
three-virtue model (i.e., caring, inquisitiveness, and self-con-
trol) with 18 distinct character strengths. For this study, both 
taxonomies are assessed.

Character strengths and virtues are positively associated to 
altruistic actions, thoughts, and behaviors [2], wellness [6], and 
work and life satisfaction [4]. Further work has suggested that 
certain character strengths (e.g., kindness, hope, perspective, 
social intelligence and self-control) are protective mechanisms 
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Introduction: Character strengths and virtues are greatly revered in military leadership. However, there is 
no empirical work assessing the relationship of resilience and expressive flexibility, two essential psycholog-
ical constructs crucial in nurturing mentally healthy individuals, also for successful officer development and 
military leadership. 

Methods: Employing a cross-sectional design, this study recruited 107 participants (ages 18 to 22) from a 
private U.S. Military university. McGrath, Rashid, Park, and Peterson’s and Peterson and Seligman’s taxon-
omies of character strengths and virtues were measured. Self-reported resilience and expressive flexibility 
were additionally assessed. 

Results: Results revealed McGrath et al.’s virtue of self-control and Peterson and Seligman’s virtues of temper-
ance, wisdom and knowledge, and humanity as the top ranked virtues for an effective military leader. In terms 
of character strengths, judgment ranked the highest, with perspective and fairness, second and third. Addi-
tional results showed a model suggesting that resilience and expressive flexibility explained 45.9% of variance 
suggesting that resilience and expressive flexibility significantly (p < .001) predicted leadership. Regression 
models that included honesty, social intelligence, and hope also offered significant predictive outcomes on 
leadership (p < .001). Furthermore, results revealed that expressive flexibility predicted the character strengths 
of creativity (p = .001), bravery (p = .045), love (p = .044), hope (p = .016), teamwork (p = .013), apprecia-
tion of beauty (p = .016), curiosity (p = .044), prudence (p = .034), love of learning (p = .020), zest (p = .017), 
humor (p = .018), and perspective (p = .003). 

Conclusions:  Understanding the relationships amongst these constructs will help in better cultivating pro-
tective mechanisms that safeguard from adversity, in encouraging wellness and health, and in supporting 
healthy human performance and development.
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against potential deleterious influences of trauma and adver-
sity [4]. As the field of positive psychology continues to grow, 
the roles of character strengths and virtues are essential due 
to their role in supporting optimal human development, and 
subsequently, human performance [5]. Additionally, as char-
acter strengths and virtues continue to be revered in successful 
military leadership, U.S. and non-U.S. armed forces military 
doctrines and studies alike endorse the magnitude of charac-
ter strengths and virtues [3, 7-8]. In 2006, using a United States 
Military Academy (USMA)’s cadet sample, Matthews et al [3]. 
reported the top ranked character strengths as hope, brav-
ery, honesty, industry, and teamwork. In 2015, Boe et al [7] 
found that citizenship, self-regulation, bravery, social intelli-
gence, open-mindedness, fairness, integrity, perspective, love of 
learning, leadership, persistence, and creativity were the highly 
rated character strengths with the Norwegian Military Acade-
my (NMA)’s cadets. 

While previous research shows the value of character 
strengths and virtues, no current research evaluates the rela-
tionship of resilience and expressive flexibility on character 
strengths and virtues. Resilience is operationalized in the 
context of an individual’s ability to bounce back to normal 
functioning following substantial trauma and adversity [9]. 
Expressive flexibility is the capacity to enhance (i.e., improved 
and heightened) and suppress (i.e., reduced and repressed) emo-
tions [10]. As these two constructs are critical in predicting and 
shaping human performance, the associations amongst char-
acter strengths and virtues can influence office development 
and military leadership [11]. By understanding these relation-
ships, effective military leadership development can be better 
theorized [8]. Furthermore, resilience and expressive flexibility 
have been essential constructs in effective psychological health, 
wellness, and adjustment [10, 12-13] First, resilient individuals 
are more likely to “bounce back” from a negative experience 
with “competent functioning” than non-resilient individuals 
[9]. Second, individuals who are high in expressive flexibility 
can enhance (i.e., heightened and improved) and suppress (i.e., 
repressed and reduced) emotional expression [13]. Resilience 
and expressive flexibility are critical in the effective acclimation 
and adaption to adverse contexts and situations. 

Resilience and expressive flexibility have been associated with 
effective military performance. This includes the capability to 
foster positive mental health development  following substan-
tial stress [9] and the ability to reduce and stabilize military 
operational trauma [14-15]. Therefore, it can be theorized that 
if resilience and expressive flexibility are necessary for effec-
tive officer development and military leadership, then these 
positive psychology constructs could also be linked to charac-
ter strengths and virtues that are valued in effective military 
leadership. Importantly, while this study assesses a military pop-
ulation, research has shown that a number of  populations (e.g., 
healthcare professionals, civilian emergency personnel) suffer 
from similar demands (e.g., need to maintain healthy human 
performance, capacity to cultivate positive mental health devel-
opment following adversity, persevering regardless of failure) 
allowing for potential applicability in a variety of contexts. 

Current Study
While character strengths and virtues are highly revered 

in effective leadership [3, 7-8], there is scarce empirical work 
assessing character strengths and virtues that best produce an 
effective leader. Furthermore, to the author’s knowledge, there 
are no prior studies that investigate the relationship of resil-
ience and expressive flexibility in relation to character strengths 
and virtues. Specifically, this project aims to ascertain the rela-
tionship of resilience and expressive flexibility on character 
strengths and virtues for effective military leadership.  

METHODS
The three aims for this research endeavor are as followed:
• Aim 1: As characters strengths and virtues have been 

revered as crucial constructs in effective leadership, the 
first aim assesses which character strengths and virtues 
best support a successful leader using both McGrath et 
al.’s and Peterson and Seligman’s taxonomies. 

• Aim 2: As both resilience and expressive flexibility have 
shown to be crucial in facilitating and promoting effec-
tive military leadership development and predicting and 
shaping human performance, the second aim is to assess 
the relationship of resilience and expressive flexibility 
on character strengths and virtues for effective military 
leadership. 

• Aim 3: As character strengths, virtues, resilience, and 
expressive flexibility have shown to be critical mecha-
nisms in human development and have been recognized 
as significant predictors in facilitating wellness and 
mental health and in successful leadership, the third aim 
will evaluate these associations on military leadership.

 
Participants 

Employing 107 participants from a private US Military uni-
versity which houses all military branches (i.e., Army, Navy, 
Marines, Air Force, and Coast Guard), this study included indi-
viduals who identified as either female (34%) or male (66%), 
between the ages of 18 to 22. Participants were either freshmen 
(40%) or sophomores (34%); this was consistent to their age 
with participants either being 19 years old (38%) or 18 years old 
(34%). As Corps of Cadets members, more than half (54.2%) 
reported that they were a leader in their cadet group. 

Materials 
The first (self-report) scale administered was the 32-item 

Resilience Scale for Adults (RSA). This scale assesses resilience 
through measuring intrapersonal and interpersonal protective 
factors linked to resilience [16]. The second (self-report) scale 
administered was the 16-item The Flexible Regulation of Emo-
tional Expression (FREE) scale. This scale assesses the capacity 
to suppress and enhance emotions across a variety of contexts. 
Character strengths and virtues were measured using McGrath 
et al.’s and Peterson and Seligman’s taxonomies. 
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Procedure
The study was conducted with approval from Teacher’s Col-

lege, Columbia University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
(17-186). Word-of-mouth recruitment (i.e., professors offered 
extra credit for participation) was utilized. Participants were 
provided with a Qualitrics link to complete the two scales, the 
RSA and FREE scale. In addition, participants ranked in level 
of importance the character strengths and virtues that they 
thought to be essential to become a successful military leader. 

RESULTS
A cross-sectional experimental design was employed to assess 

the relationship of resilience and expressive flexibility on char-
acter strengths and virtues for effective military leadership. 
G*Power 3.1.9.2 supported a sample size of 108 participants for 
medium-sized effects (Cohen’s = .32) with acceptable statistical 
power [17]. Participants self-reported as moderately flexible in 
regulation of emotional expression (e.g., expressive flexibility) 
(M = 11.99, SD = 1.77) and moderately resilient (M = 5.54, SD 
= .93). Males were significantly more likely to be resilient (M = 
5.67, SD = 0.79) than females (M = 5.29, SD = 1.13) (t (105) = 
2.01, p = .047); differences were not found between expressive 
flexibility and gender (t (105) = -0.45, p = .66, NS). No age dif-
ferences were found in resilience (F (4, 102) = 2.10, p = .08, NS) 
or expressive flexibility (F (4, 102) = 1.07, p = .37, NS) Addi-
tionally, a Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was 
used to assess the relationship between resilience and expressive 
flexibility (r = .37, p < .001), suggested these two traits correlat-
ed to one another. Bivariate correlations were used to evaluate 
the magnitude and direction of statistical relationship amongst 
resilience, expressive flexibility, character strengths and virtues 
on cadet leadership (i.e., binary variable denoted as self-report-
ed leadership role) (see Table 1 in Appendix A). 

Aim 1 
To evaluate the value of character strengths and virtues of an 

effective leader, both McGrath et al.’s and Peterson and Selig-
man’s taxonomies of character strengths and virtues were used. 
An overview of participants’ character strengths and virtues 
rankings are found on Table 2. Results showed that participants 
ranked McGrath et al.’s virtue of self-control as most important 
for effective military leader (45.8%), followed by caring (42.1%) 
and then, inquisitiveness (12.1%). In terms of Peterson and 
Seligman’s taxonomy of virtues, wisdom and knowledge was 
ranked first (37.4%), humanity was ranked second (37.2%), and 
temperance was ranked third (14.0%). Results further showed 
that the top Peterson and Seligman’s character strengths were: 
(1) judgement (18.7%), (2) perspective (15.9%), and (3) fair-
ness (13.1%). 

Aim 2
To assess the relationship of resilience and expressive flex-

ibility on character strengths and virtues for effective military 
leadership, ordinal logistic regression (ORL) analyses were con-
ducted due to the continuous nature of resilience and expressive 
flexibility (i.e., independent variables) and ranked character 
strengths and virtues (i.e., dependent variables).  

Findings showed that resilience predicted the character 
strengths of curiosity (OR = 38.40, β = 3.65) (x2 (35) = 54.43, 
p = .019), humility (OR = 23.78, β = 3.17) (x2 (35) = 60.78, p = 
.004), fairness (OR = 11.62, β = 3.33) (x2 (35) = 59.66, p = .006), 
appreciation of beauty (OR = 23.69, β = 3.17) (x2(35) = 51.23, p 
= .038), hope (OR = 34.06, β = 3.53) (x2 (35) = 64.94, p = .002), 
and social intelligence (OR = 43.08, β = 3.76) (x2 (35) = 51.02, 
p = .039). Nagelkerke modifications showed resilience’s pro-
portion of variation in the character strengths of curiosity (R2 

= 41.2%), humility (R2 = 43.8%), fairness (R2 = 43.1%), appre-
ciation of beauty (R2 = 40.6%), hope (R2 = 46.5%), and social 
intelligence (R2 = 38.4%). Furthermore, results revealed that 
expressive flexibility predicted the character strengths of cre-
ativity (OR = 21.56, β = 4.38) (x2 (37) = 69.71, p = .001), bravery 
(OR = 17.17, β = 1.79) (x2 (37) = 52.79, p = .045), love (OR = 
14.90, β = 1.83) (x2 (37) = 52.86, p = .044), hope (OR = 15.40, β 
= 1.84) (x2 (37) = 57.77, p = .016), teamwork (OR = 22.83, β = 
1.05) (x2 (37) = 58.74, p = .013), appreciation of beauty (OR = 
19.42, β = 1.86) (x2 (37) = 57.74, p = .016), curiosity (OR = 17.80, 
β = 1.85) (x2 (37) = 52.85, p = .044), prudence (OR = 23.03, β = 
3.67) (x2 (37) = 54.16, p = .034), love of learning (OR = 19.81, β 
= 2.89) (x2 (37) = 57.78, p = .020), zest (OR = 18.12, β = 1.84) (x2 
(37) = 57.47, p = .017), humor (OR = 14.66, β = 2.32) (x2 (37) = 
57.35, p = .018), and perspective (OR = 14.05, β = 1.75) (x2 (37) 
= 64.85, p = .003). Nagelkerke modifications showed expres-
sive flexibility’s proportion of variation among the character 
strengths of creativity (R2 = 49.1%), bravery (R2  = 39.3%), love 
(R2 = 41.5%), hope (R2 = 42.6%), teamwork (R2 = 42.7%), appre-
ciation of beauty (R2 = 44.4%), curiosity (R2 = 40.2%), prudence 
(R2 = 40.2%), love of learning (R2 = 42.2%), zest (R2 = 42.6%), 

 MM  SSDD  RRaannkk  ((##))  
PPeetteerrssoonn  aanndd  SSeelliiggmmaann’’ss  ((22000044))  CChhaarraacctteerr  SSttrreennggtthhss 
       Judgment  7.82 4.54 1 
       Perspective  7.36 5.39 2 
       Fairness  7.66 4.67 3 
       Kindness  7.05 3.76 4 
       Bravery  7.27 4.65 5 
       Humility  8.61 3.19 6 
       Perseverance  7.51 4.03 7 
       Social Intelligence  7.80 3.67 8 
       Leadership  7.26 4.24 9 
       Forgiveness  8.27 4.87 10 
       Teamwork  7.6 4.47 11 
       Prudence  8.21 4.32 12 
       Honesty  8.33 3.26 13 
       Gratitude  9.70 4.44 14 
       Self-Regulation  9.99 3.70 15 
       Love of Learning  18.32 2.19 16 
       Spirituality  18.97 2.44 17 
       Hope  19.89 2.28 18 
       Humor  18.21 2.03 19 
       Creativity  21.23 2.78 20 
       Zest 18.79 1.76 21 
       Curiosity 20.65 2.07 22 
       Love 22.12 1.90 23 
       Appreciation of Beauty 22.11 1.64 24 
MMccGGrraatthh  eett  aall..’’ss  ((22001100))  VViirrttuueess     
       Self-Control 1.83 0.85 1 
       Caring 2.04 0.94 2 
       Inquisitiveness 2.13 0.60 3 
PPeetteerrssoonn  aanndd  SSeelliiggmmaann’’ss  ((22000044))  VViirrttuueess      

       Wisdom and Knowledge  2.64 1.64 1 
       Humanity  2.39 1.34 2 
       Temperance  3.22 1.47 3 
       Courage  3.76 1.36 4 
       Transcendence  4.91 1.69 5 
       Justice  4.06 1.37 6 

 

Table 2: Mean Values, Standard Deviations, and Ranks for Character 
Strengths and Virtues
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humor (R2 = 43.1%), and perspective (R2 = 46.0%).
More so, results showed that resilience predicted McGrath et 

al.’s virtues of caring (OR = 23.27, β = 3.15) (x2 (35) = 67.54, p < 
.001) and self-control (OR = 23.83, β = 3.17) (x2 (35) = 73.38, p 
< .001) and Peterson and Seligman’s virtues of courage (OR = 
26.21, β = 3.27) (x2 (35) = 51.72, p = .034) and temperance (OR 
= 30.75, β = 3.43) (x2 (35) = 55.68, p = .015). Nagelkerke mod-
ifications revealed resilience’s proportion of variation amongst 
McGrath et al.’s virtues of caring (R2 = 54.5%) and self-control 
(R2 = 56.3%) and Peterson and Seligman’s virtues of courage 
(R2 = 39.8%) and temperance (R2 = 41.9%). Findings revealed 
that expressive flexibility predicted Peterson and Seligman’s [2] 
virtue of wisdom and knowledge (OR = 18.78, β = 1.79) (x2 (37) 
= 56.54, p = .021), humanity (OR = 12.91, β = 2.38) (x2 (37) = 
209.90, p < .001), justice (OR = 10.41, β = 1.87) (x2 (37) = 58.85, 
p = .024), and temperance (OR = 13.47, β = 1.82) (x2 (37) = 
60.28, p = .009). Nagelkerke modifications showed expressive 
flexibility’s proportion of variation amongst Peterson and Selig-
man’s virtue of wisdom and knowledge (R2 = 42.9%), humanity 
(R2 = 90.9%), temperance (R2 = 44.5%), and justice (R2 = 42.5%). 

Aim 3
Character strengths, virtues, resilience, and expressive flex-

ibility have demonstrated to be vital mechanisms for optimal 
human development and have been assessed as considerable 
predictors in successful leadership behavior. First, to assess this 
aim, several regression analyses were computed to evaluate if 
character strengths, virtues, resilience, and expressive flexibili-
ty significantly predicted leadership. Second, an area under the 
curve (AUC) from receiver operating characteristic (ROC) anal-
yses was completed. Lastly, odds ratios from logistic regression 
analyses were conducted [18]. 

Model 1 (i.e., the first model) consisted of resilience and 
expressive flexibility, with no character strengths or virtues; 
findings from this model revealed that resilience and expres-
sive flexibility predicted leadership (F (2, 104) = 44.13, p < .001), 
suggesting that resilience and expressive flexibility accounted 
for 45.9% of total variability in leadership (see Table 3). This 
study utilized guidance from Rice and Harris [18] to evaluate 
AUC (i.e., .56 = small, .64 = moderate, .71 = large), resilience 
revealed a high AUC value (.998), and expressive flexibility 
revealed a low AUC value (.614). When McGrath et al.’s virtues 
were added to the regression models, while all models were sta-
tistically significant, no better model was exhibited. In terms of 
Peterson and Seligman’s virtues were included to the regression 
models, while all models were statistically significant, no better 
model was presented. For example, Model 2, consisting of resil-
ience, expressive flexibility, and Peterson and Seligman’s virtue 
of courage was statistically significant in predicting leadership 
(F (3, 106) = 32.80, p < .001), suggesting resilience, expres-
sive flexibility, and Peterson and Seligman’s virtue of courage 
accounted for 48.9% of total variability in leadership. Significant 
main effects of resilience (t (1) = -9.37, p < .001) and courage (t 
(1) = 2.44, p = .016) were statistically significant while expres-
sive flexibility did not exhibit significance, (t (1) = 0.26, p = 0.80, 
NS) (see Table 3). Courage revealed small AUC values of .464. 
When adding Peterson and Seligman’s virtue to justice to Model 
2 (i.e., Model 3 - resilience, expressive flexibility, and Peterson 

and Seligman’s virtue of courage and justice), Model 3 was sta-
tistically significant in predicting leadership (F (3, 106) = 25.71, 
p < .001), suggesting resilience, expressive flexibility, and Peter-
son and Seligman’s virtues of courage and justice accounted for 
50.2% of total variability in leadership. 

When Peterson and Seligman’s character strengths were 
included in the regression models, all models were significant. 
Model 4, consisting of resilience, expressive flexibility, and 
Peterson and Seligman’s character strengths of honesty was sta-
tistically significant in predicting leadership (F (3, 106) = 31.22, 
p < .001), suggesting resilience, expressive flexibility, and Peter-
son and Seligman’s character strength of   honesty accounted for 
47.6% of total variability in leadership. Significant main effect 
of resilience (t (1) = -9.24, p < .001) was present while expres-
sive flexibility and honesty did not exhibit significance, (t (1) = 
0.89, p = 0.38, NS) or (t (1) = -1.84, p = 0.069, NS), respective-
ly (see Table 3). Honesty revealed small AUC values of 0.525. 
When adding Peterson and Seligman’s character strengths of 
hope and social intelligence to Model 4, Model 5 was statistically 
significant in predicting leadership (F (5, 106) = 19.47, p < .001), 
suggesting resilience, expressive flexibility, and Peterson and 
Seligman’s character strengths of honesty, social intelligence, 
and hope accounted for 49.1% of total variability in leadership.  
A significant main effect was only   present in resilience (t (1) = 
-9.19, p < .001), but no significant main effects were not pres-
ent in expressive flexibility (t (1) = 0.64, p = 0.53, NS), hope (t 
(1) -1.34, p = 0.18, NS), honesty (t (1) = -1.35, p = 0.18, NS), and 
social intelligence (t (1) = 0.79, p = 0.43, NS) (see Table 3). Hon-
esty and social intelligence showed small AUC values of 0.525 
and 0.485, respectively

  Unstandardized 
coefficients 

Standardized 
coefficients 

   

Model Predictor B SE b p R2 F P 
1  

Resilience 
Expressive   
     Flexibility 

 
-0.373 
0.015 

 
0.042 
0.022 

 
-0.695 
0.053 

 
<.001*** 

0.50 

0.46 44.13 < .001*** 

2  
Resilience 
Expressive   
     Flexibility 
Courage 

 
-0.384 

 
0.006 
0.065 

 

 
0.041 

 
0.022 
0.027 

 

 
-0.714 

 
0.020 
0.117 

 

 
.001*** 

 
0.796 

0.016** 
 

0.49 32.80 < .001*** 

3  
Resilience 
Expressive   
     Flexibility 
Courage 
Justice 

 
-0.385 

 
0.002 
0.081 
0.045 

 
0.041 

 
0.022 
0.028 
0.027 

 
-0.717 

 
0.005 
0.220 
0.123 

 
<.001*** 

 
0.945 

0.005** 
0.10 

0.50 25.71 < .001*** 

4  
Resilience 
Expressive   
     Flexibility 
Honesty 

 
-0.385 

 
0.019 
-0.020 

 

 
0.042 

 
0.022 
0.011 

 

 
-0.717 

 
0.068 
-0.133 

 

 
.001*** 

 
0.378 
0.069 

 

0.48 31.22 < .001*** 

5  
Resilience 
Expressive   
     Flexibility 
Honesty 
Hope 
Social        
    Intelligence 

 
-0.384 

 
0.014 
-0.016 
-0.022 

 
0.009 

 
0.042 

 
0.022 
0.012 
0.016 

 
0.011 

 
-0.714 

 
0.050 
-0.105 
-0.098 

 
0.063 

 
.001*** 

 
0.526 
0.181 
0.183 

 
0.430 

0.49 19.47 < .001*** 

*= p < .05, ** = p < .01, *** = p < .001 

Table 3: Model Predictions for Leadership
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DISCUSSION
Military doctrine describes the important role of character 

strengths and virtues in effective leadership. However, limited 
empirical work has reviewed the character strengths and virtues 
that best equip a successful leader [3, 7]. Even more, no study 
has looked at the relationship of resilience and expressive flex-
ibility on character strengths and virtues. This study serves as 
one of its kind in scientifically and systematically analyzing the 
impact of resilience, expressive flexibility, character strengths, 
and virtues on military leadership. 

While each character strength and virtue is critical in effec-
tive leadership, as this study and previous work have shown, 
there appears to be lesser character strengths and virtues   (in 
this study, curiosity, love, and appreciation of beauty, were 
ranked as the 22nd, 23rd, and 24th character strengths). For 
example, the United States Military Academy’s cadets ranked 
courage, humanity, and justice as the top three Peterson and 
Seligman’s virtues and honesty, industry, and hope  as the top 
three Peterson and Seligman’s [2] character strengths [3]. Find-
ings from this study though, revealed that in terms of character 
strengths, the highest ranked character strengths were (1) judg-
ment, (2) perspective, (3) fairness, (4) kindness, (5) bravery, and 
(6) humility. In terms of virtues, for McGrath et al.’s [1] taxono-
my of virtues, the top virtue was self-control followed by caring 
and then, inquisitiveness. In terms of Peterson and Seligman’s 
[2] taxonomy of virtues, wisdom and knowledge were classi-
fied as the highest ranked virtue, with humanity as second and 
temperance as third.

Findings from this study showed that resilience predict-
ed Peterson and Seligman’s taxonomy of character strengths 
of curiosity, humility, fairness, hope, appreciation of beauty, 
and social intelligence, McGrath et al.’s taxonomy of virtues of 
caring and self-control, and Peterson and Seligman’s taxonomy 
of virtues of courage and temperance. As resilience encompasses 
the need to foster appropriate and healthy cognitive and mental 
wellness, such character strengths (e.g., humility, fairness, hope) 
and virtues (e.g., self-control, courage) are integral in the abil-
ity to stabilize after trauma. Furthermore, as findings revealed, 
expressive flexibility predicted Peterson and Seligman’s taxono-
my of character strengths of creativity, bravery, love, teamwork, 
zest, appreciation of beauty, curiosity, prudence, love of learn-
ing, humor, and perspective and Peterson and Seligman’s 
taxonomy of virtues of justice, humanity, wisdom and knowl-
edge, and temperance. As expressive flexibility consists of the 
ability to enhance and suppress emotional expression, such 
character strengths (e.g., curiosity, prudence, perspective) and 
virtues (e.g., humanity, temperance) are necessary in the capa-
bility to alternate between suppression and enhancement. 

Finally, results showed that in terms of predictability of 
leadership, Model 3 (i.e., resilience, expressive flexibility, and 
Peterson and Seligman’s virtues of courage and justice) and 
Model 5 (i.e., resilience, expressive flexibility, and Peterson and 
Seligman’s character strengths of honesty, social intelligence, 
and hope), accounting for 50.2% and 49.1% of total variabil-
ity in leadership, respectively. Interestingly, while the three 
Peterson and Seligman’s character strengths of social intelli-
gence, honesty, and hope, have shown to predict leadership,  

they ranked as eight, thirteenth, and eighteenth in effective lead-
ership, respectively.

Limitations
Limitations could have affected the findings of this work. 

First, this research study employed a military college popu-
lation, and findings might not be replicable or generalizable 
beyond military or college samples. For example, as the study 
utilized a sample from a private US Military university, this 
sample did not produce a comprehensive range of expressive 
flexibility or resilience levels;  this could be in large part due 
to military academies’ demanding curriculums not expected in 
other colleges. Second, in this research study, leadership was 
operationalized as a self-report measure (i.e., participants were 
asked if they were a leader within their cadet group); this narrow 
operationalization might have impacted findings as participants 
might not have had occasions to obtain leadership experience.  
Third, the recruiting method could also be deemed as a poten-
tial limitation as participants volunteered to partake in this 
study to obtain extra class credit in their psychology college 
courses; while this is a common practice in research studies, 
there are potential risks in interpreting results conducted within 
this framework. Fourth, while self-report scales are traditional 
tools utilized in research, participants might not have truthful-
ly reported feelings of expressive flexibility or resilience. Fifth, 
due to the complexities surrounding the resilience’s operation-
alization, numerous limitations surround resilience assessments 
such as the RSA; for example, Kalisch et al [19] argue that one 
could hardly report if they can bounce back from adverse event, 
therefore, making it difficult to truly assess resilience.

Implications 
The necessity to better comprehend the influence of resilience 

and expressive flexibility on character strengths and virtues are 
infinite, as these constructs are integral in encouraging positive-
ly healthy individuals, in cultivating protective processes and 
mechanisms that safeguard individuals from adverse contexts, 
and in impacting healthy human development and performance 
[9]. As many military leaders are exposed to some form of vio-
lent or life-threatening encounter, it is critical that we further 
understand the constructs that shield from negative contexts 
and situations [14]. This endeavor discovered significant associ-
ations amongst these positive psychology constructs and further 
justifies the need to expand research in assessing influences of 
resilience and expressive flexibility on character strengths and 
virtues. 

As character strengths and virtues are important in successful 
and effective leadership, comprehending top character strengths 
and virtues that contribute to effective military operations is 
essential. Particularly, educating future military leaders on the 
importance and relevancy of particular character strengths and 
virtues is vital. As this research reinforces the need to perform 
more studies to assess models of military leadership, more focus 
on resilience and expressive flexibility, in relation to predicting 
and shaping character strengths and virtues is essential. 

By better understanding the theoretical framework and 
empirical relationship between these constructs, researchers  
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are more likely to better recognize how to decrease the possible 
vulnerability to further stressors or measure the supplementary 
relationship on individual mental wellness. The more we learn 
about expressive flexibility and resilience, the more likely we 
are to incorporate salient concepts of expressive flexibility and 
resilience into relevant contextual environments for research 
in the fields of mental health, medicine, and science. Incorpo-
rating these concepts can facilitate a significant and necessary 
approach to thinking about adversity and challenge. According 
to Southwick et al. [20], instead of focusing efforts and energy 
to the continued negative outcomes and impacts of adversity 
and trauma, a need to focus on the positive consequences that 
emerge from such crisis are as important, if not, more integral, 
to investigate and further examine; this can also be said about 
the construct of expressive flexibility. This potential paradigm 
shift could help move the mental health, medicine and sci-
ence fields away from the typical “purely deficit-based model,” 
to instead, models that focus on individualized strengths and 
positive human functioning (like expressive flexibility and 
resilience), which centers on the prevention and deterrence of 
dysfunction, and the facilitating of strengths and positive con-
structs in understanding and attending to psychopathology [20, 
21]. Such research could also help better understand the effects 
of the psychological construct of expressive flexibility and resil-
ience and its influence on individual mental health and wellness.

Additionally, the existing interest to better comprehend pos-
itive psychology constructs have been valuable and integral 
during (and following) adverse contexts and situations, pro-
duced an increased need to recognize the interplays between 
resilience and expressive flexibility. This research study offers 
evidence of how resilience and expressive flexibility, two neces-
sary constructs in promoting effective military development and 
leadership and predicting and shaping human performance, are 
linked to character strengths and virtues. This endeavor assessed 
which McGrath et al.’s and Peterson and Seligman’s character 
strengths and virtues best characterizes a successful leader and 
investigated the relationship of resilience and expressive flexi-
bility on character strengths and virtues for effective military 
leadership.

Lastly, while this study specifically looked at the influence of 
resilience and expressive flexibility on character strengths and 
virtues in U.S. military cadets, these findings can be general-
ized beyond this military population. Particularly, as explained 
in Bonanno et al. [9], many individuals will experience some 
sort of life-threatening or adverse encounter during their life-
time, and therefore, it can be assumed that these results could 
be applicable to other populations who are exposed to simi-
lar adversities. Most noteworthy, research has shown similar 
stressors and hardships among first responders, healthcare pro-
fessionals, civilian emergency personnel, and disaster victims 
[22, 23]. Research in this field could benefit these populations 
including police, healthcare, and fire and emergency depart-
ments with quantitative data on the influence of resilience and 
expressive flexibility, two constructs that serve in better cultivat-
ing protective mechanisms that safeguard from adversity, that 
encourage wellness and health, and that support healthy human 
performance and development.

CONCLUSION

While character strengths and virtues have been vital in suc-
cessful officer development and military leadership as they serve 
as protective mechanisms against potential deleterious influ-
ences of trauma and adversity there is no current research that 
evaluates the relationship of resilience and expressive flexibil-
ity on character strengths and virtues, two essential positive 
psychological constructs crucial in nurturing mentally healthy 
individuals and reinforcing effective psychological health and 
adjustment. By better understanding the theoretical framework 
and empirical relationship amongst these constructs, the more 
likely we are to incorporate salient concepts of expressive flex-
ibility and resilience into relevant contextual environments in 
behavioral and mental health, medicine, and science. 
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