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goals (Niemiec, 2020; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Empiri-
cal research has evidenced the association between these 
positive personality traits and different facets of psychologi-
cal well-being (Wagner et al., 2020). Also, past literature 
reviews have found support for the positive role of character 
strengths in different life domains. Character strengths have 
been compared to the 21st century competencies that lead to 
educational attainment (Lavy, 2020). In the work domain, 
the possession and use of character strengths have been 
related to job satisfaction, engagement and performance 
(Miglianico et al., 2020).

One area on which character strengths can be espe-
cially relevant is vocational development. According to 
Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory (1963, p. 235), settling 
on an occupation is considered a principal task for iden-
tity development during adolescence and young adulthood 
(Porfeli et al., 2013). To achieve a vocational identity -i.e., 
having found and being in preparation to exercise an occu-
pation-, some psychosocial strengths have been stated as 
necessary (Erikson, 1980). In a previous literature review, 
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psychosocial strengths as secure attachment, self-esteem, 
and self-efficacy have been found related to occupational 
identity (Chávez, 2016). However, current advances in the 
empirical study of character were not part of the scope of 
that review. Such advances include the positive psychology 
classification of character strengths and virtues (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004; Seligman, 2019), and the latest theoretical 
suggestions for developing a science of virtue (Fowers et 
al., 2021; Wright et al., 2021). The present research aims 
to extend the knowledge in this area by systematizing the 
existent research regarding the contribution of character 
strengths to the development of vocational identity among 
adolescents and young adults.

Character strengths and moral motivation

The study of character strengths is one of the central topics 
of positive psychology (Seligman, 2019). After identifying 
six core-virtues (wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, tem-
perance, and transcendence) in the principal moral systems 
and religions, Peterson & Seligman (2004) proposed a list 
of 24 character strengths. These strengths were considered 
as the “psychological ingredients -processes or mecha-
nisms- that define the virtues” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, 
p. 13; see Table 1 for a list of the 24 character strengths). 
To be counted as a character strength, positive traits from 
previous psychological research and historical catalogues 
had to meet several criteria, including being trait-like, being 
morally valued in themselves, and contributing to individ-
ual fulfilment (cf. Peterson & Seligman, 2004, pp. 16–28). 
Some strengths were included with more than one label 
(e.g., “hope” was presented with the labels of “optimism”, 
“future-mindedness”, and “future orientation”). This “piling 
on synonyms” strategy was justified by considering charac-
ter strength categories as comprised by sets of related traits 
with a “family resemblance” (see Peterson & Seligman 
2004, p. 16). The model of 24 character strengths grouped 
around 6 virtues has received the name of the VIA model 
due to its standardized measure the VIA-IS questionnaire 
(McGrath & Wallace, 2021).

Despite being widely diffused, the positive psychology 
model of character has received some criticism. Authors 
from the fields of moral philosophy and moral education 
have raised their concerns about the suitability of the VIA 
model for evaluating the motivational aspects of character 
(Han, 2019; Kristjánsson, 2013; Miller, 2019). It has been 
argued that most of the items in the VIA-IS questionnaire 
assess behaviours or emotions related to the 24 character 
strengths. However, the reasons or motives behind those 
behaviours or emotions are not an object of evaluation 
(Miller, 2019). Thus, for instance, it would be possible 
to imagine a happy and socio-emotionally well-adjusted 

salesperson who employs his social intelligence strength 
for immoral ends such as scamming his customers (cf. Han, 
2019). What seems to be absent in the character strengths 
model is an assessment of the motivation underlying the 
manifestation of virtuous traits.

According to the existing literature, the interior or moti-
vational aspects of character traits have been studied under 
the “umbrella” concept of moral motivation (see Heinrichs 
et al., 2013). Such concept encompasses different psycho-
logical processes that underlie the manifestation of charac-
ter behaviours. These processes include cognitive aspects, 
emotional states, and personal goals (Darnell et al., 2019; 
Thoma & Bebeau, 2013). Main moral motivation processes 
in literature include moral reasoning, moral identity and 
moral emotions (cf. Darnell et al., 2019; see also Hardy 
2006). Moral reasoning refers to the cognitive processes 
involved in understanding what is just or fair in a moral 
dilemmatic situation (Snarey & Samuelson, 2014). Moral 
identity is conceived as the degree to which moral values are 
fundamental to the subjective sense of identity (Kingsford 
et al., 2018). Lastly, moral emotions can be understood as 
the affective states of empathy and compassion that contrib-
ute to moral behaviour (Darnell et al., 2019; Hardy, 2006). 
Such emotional states are able to transform abstract moral 
principles intro prosocial warm representations charged 
with motivational force (Hoffman, 2000).

Moral motivation, similarly to character strengths, has 
been conceptually related to flourishing and satisfaction of 
basic psychological needs (Curren & Ryan, 2020). Recent 
empirical research has found support for the positive asso-
ciation between experiencing satisfaction in being a moral 
person and psychological thriving (Prentice et al., 2020). 
Moral motivation has been also studied in the context of 
the professional domain (Bebeau & Thoma, 2013; Carr, 
2018). It has been stated that moral motivation is necessary 
for enacting ethical decision-making in professional dilem-
matic situations (Carr, 2014).

Following suggestions of recent research on the scientific 
study of virtue (Fowers et al., 2021; Wright et al., 2021), 
we consider moral motivation as an ingrained part of the 
assessment of a holistic conception of character strengths in 
the present work.

Vocational identity processes

Vocational identity also called occupational or career iden-
tity can be defined as “the conscious awareness of oneself as 
a worker” (Skorikov & Vondracek, 2011, p. 693). It reflects 
the degree up to which an individual is committed to follow 
a specific career path after exploring different alternatives 
(Porfeli et al., 2013). Derived from Erik Erikson’s (1994) 
identity theory, this construct has been related to pre-adult 
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factors of healthy psychosocial development (Chávez, 
2016). Recent research has also evidenced the associa-
tion between vocational identity and educational iden-
tity (Negru-Subtirica et al., 2018; Negru-Subtirica & Pop, 
2018), academic engagement (Wong & Kaur, 2018), resil-
ience (Fusco et al., 2019), career goals (Lee et al., 2020), 
and psychological well-being (Green, 2020).

The vocational identity construct is composed by three 
psychological processes that facilitate career development 
(Porfeli et al., 2013). These processes are career commit-
ment, career exploration, and career reconsideration. To 
settle on an occupation, adolescents and other young peo-
ple are expected to develop a strong sense of commitment 
toward a specific occupational path. This is reflected by the 
process of career commitment or decisiveness. The second 
vocational identity process is career exploration. This pro-
cess involves the acquisition of knowledge about career 
alternatives and the personal qualities required for pursuing 
them. Finally, the third vocational identity process is career 
reconsideration. This process refers to the re-examination 
of current commitments, and the search for better available 
career alternatives (Porfeli et al., 2013).

A recent review of the vocational literature evidenced that 
most of the vocational identity processes can be grouped 
under the general category of career preparedness attitudes 
(Marciniak et al., 2020). These attitudes denote adolescents’ 
or young adults’ thoughts and feelings about making career 
choices and entering the labour market (Marciniak et al., 
2020). Empirical research has evidenced the association 
between these vocational attitudes and both personality 
traits and well-being (Marciniak et al., 2020).

Relationships between character strengths, 
moral motivation and vocational identity across 
adolescence and young adulthood

Character strengths and moral motivation have been stated 
as relevant constructs within the career domain. This claim 
has been supported both theoretically and empirically. In 
recent theoretical articles, some authors have stated that pos-
itive psychology constructs, including character strengths, 
could be used as fertile sources of innovative approaches 
in career development. The positive associations between 
character strengths, well-being, and job performance are 
taken as a departure point to develop character-based inter-
ventions in career counselling (Dik et al., 2019; Robertson, 
2018). Other researchers have argued that moral motiva-
tion seems to be an important factor in exercising a profes-
sion. The development of morally internal dispositions are 
thought to be necessary for fulfilling the professional duties 
and also for grasping the social significance of any profes-
sional practice (Bebeau & Thoma, 2013; Blond et al., 2015; 

Carr, 2014). Regarding empirical findings, a recent litera-
ture review has shown that the use of character strengths at 
work is associated with job satisfaction, work engagement, 
well-being and job performance (Miglianico et al., 2020). 
Moral motivational aspects of character have been also cor-
related with ethical decision making in professional dilem-
matic situations (Arthur & Earl, 2020). This literature is 
taken as suggesting that both character strengths and moral 
motivation are key constructs for promoting well-being and 
ethical performance in the career domain.

Since character is associated with well-being and ethical 
behaviour in the workplace, a question may arise about its 
positive contribution during the pre-career stage. Character 
strengths are considered as important factors for academic 
success (Lavy, 2020), and several initiatives have been car-
ried out to promote these positive personality traits in the 
school (Adler, 2016; Naval et al., 2015) and higher educa-
tion settings (Brooks et al., 2019; Jubilee Centre for Char-
acter and Virtues & Oxford Character Project, 2020; Lamb 
et al., 2021). However, the study of how character strengths 
can enhance vocational development before the entrance 
to the labour market has been only scarcely addressed. 
For some vocational psychologists, there is a convergence 
between the aims of career counselling and the development 
of human strengths (Owens et al., 2019; Savickas, 2003). 
Some of the competencies promoted in career counselling 
-e.g., future orientation, meaning of work, self-efficacy- are 
thought to be highly similar to the human strengths stud-
ied by positive psychology -e.g., hope, transcendence, 
self-regulation- (Savickas, 2003). A recent review of the 
literature on adolescent career preparedness has shown that 
some individual differences -e.g., big five traits, optimism, 
emotional intelligence, cognitive flexibility- are positive 
influencing factors of vocational development (Marciniak 
et al., 2020). These personality traits are conceptually close 
to the strengths of character studied in positive psychology 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). These pieces of evidence are 
thought to suggest that character strengths can be beneficial 
personality resources in exploring for and committing to a 
specific occupation.

The positive contribution of character to vocational 
development seems to be especially relevant during the peri-
ods of adolescence and young adulthood. In such periods, 
the acquisition of a sense of ego-identity has been proposed 
as the central task for healthy psychosocial development 
(Chávez, 2016; Erikson, 1994; Kroger & Marcia, 2011). 
According to Erikson (1994), the formation of identity 
requires the integration of previous childhood experiences, 
personal qualities -including psychological strengths-, 
and future aspirations. All these elements are blended in 
a personal self-concept on which socially validated adult 
roles -e.g., citizen, parent, and worker- are pursued and 

1 3

23450



Current Psychology (2023) 42:23448–23463

of a topic that has not been fully examined before (Munn 
et al., 2018). Past reviews have supported the relationship 
between some personality factors and occupational identity 
(Chávez, 2016), however, not all the character strengths and 
moral motivation constructs that are thought to comprise 
character according to the latest research were considered 
(Fowers et al., 2021; Wright et al., 2021). Second, given the 
different labels used for classifying character strengths, a 
scoping review seemed to be appropriate to put the available 
evidence in order and serve as a precursor for future sys-
tematic reviews. Lastly, we opted to map the peer-reviewed 
literature as an initial step that could be complemented by 
future research that includes grey literature. This is due to 
the interest in mapping high-quality sources, which would 
offer some guidance for the work of researchers and prac-
titioners from the fields of character education and career 
counselling.

To conduct this scoping review, we followed the guide-
lines proposed by Arksey & O’Malley (2005) and the 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-
Analyses extension for Scoping reviews checklist (Tricco et 
al., 2018). Developed as a source for helping researchers, 
policymakers and patients or consumers, the PRISMA-ScR 
checklist offers rationales and examples of 20 essential and 
2 optional reporting items in Scoping Reviews.

Eligibility criteria and search strategy

To be included in this review, sources of evidence needed 
to address the relationship between any of the 24 character 
strengths, or a moral motivation construct, and at least one 
of the vocational identity processes. Also, selected sources 
were required to explore such relationships in adolescents or 
young adult students. Both empirical and theoretical sources 
were admitted. In the case of quantitative research, charac-
ter strength measures had to be trait-like (not state measures, 
such as state hope), and consider conduct in general settings 
(not specific situations, like self-regulated learning). These 
requirements were established to follow the original con-
ceptualization of character strengths (cf. Peterson & Selig-
man, 2004, pp. 12–14). Likewise, character strengths had to 
be conceived as traits or personality characteristics in quali-
tative and theoretical sources. Lastly, only sources written in 
English were included. This restriction is for the following 
reasons: it was the most commonly used language among 
the studies found, and it is a language in which the authors 
are confident.

For identifying potentially relevant sources, a systematic 
search was carried out on the Scopus and Web of Science 
databases up to October 8, 2020. The complete search strat-
egies for both databases are included in Appendix 1. The 
search terms utilized are presented in Table 1. Based on 

eventually established (Kroger & Marcia, 2011). Character 
strengths and moral motivation are thought to facilitate the 
accomplishment of the task of choosing, preparing for and 
assuming the adult role of a worker. Moreover, possessing 
character traits enhances the exploration of occupational 
paths, the commitment toward a selected occupation and 
an open-minded attitude for future career changes and job 
opportunities. These three processes are all described as part 
of the construct of vocational identity (Porfeli et al., 2013).

The present study

A past literature review has examined the association 
between the psychosocial factors -including psychological 
strengths- proposed by Erik Erikson and the development 
of a vocational identity (Chávez, 2016). However, the scope 
of such a study did not include all the positive personality 
traits that can be accounted as comprising character. Fol-
lowing the latest research on the measurement of charac-
ter strengths and virtues (Fowers et al., 2021; Wright et al., 
2021), we consider that character in this study is composed 
of the combination of character strengths and moral motiva-
tion. Character strengths represent the behavioural dimen-
sion of character, a set of observable virtuous habits. Moral 
motivation involves the reasons, attitudes and emotions that 
give support to the manifested character behaviours. To fill 
the current gap, the present study aims to systematically 
map the existent peer-reviewed literature on the relation-
ships between character strengths and moral motivation, 
with respect to vocational identity processes in adoles-
cents and young adults. In achieving this goal, we expect to 
answer the following specific research questions:

 ● What character traits have been related to vocational 
identity in the existing literature?

 ● How are publications in this topic distributed over time?
 ● What are the characteristics of the empirical and theo-

retical studies included?
 ● What association patterns are reported in quantitative 

research?

Method

Among the different types of literature synthesis, we opted 
for conducting a scoping review. This method is intended 
“to map rapidly the key concepts underpinning a research 
area and the main sources of evidence available” (Arksey 
& O’Malley, 2005, p. 21). A scoping review approach was 
selected due to the following reasons. First, this approach 
has been argued as the most suited for determining the scope 
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Screening and selection

The screening and selection process was carried out in 
two stages. First, the sources obtained from the systematic 
search were screened using the Rayyan QCRI web appli-
cation (Ouzzani et al., 2016). After removing duplicates, 
titles and abstracts were examined according to the eligibil-
ity criteria mentioned above. One researcher screened, and 
the other two verified the screening for accuracy. Disagree-
ments were discussed and resolved during team meetings. 
Sources that met the inclusion criteria went to the second 
stage, the full-text eligibility examination. In this phase, we 

the main publication about character strength classification 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004), we considered as search terms 
all the name variants of each strength and its most com-
monly used measures. As a result, studies that use either the 
VIA-IS character strength questionnaire or other appropri-
ate measures of character strengths were considered in this 
review. For moral motivation and vocational identity, we 
included the terms suggested by the latest literature reviews 
on each topic (Darnell et al., 2019; Porfeli et al., 2013).

Construct Concept Search terms
Character 
strengths

General Character-strength, values-in-action
Beauty Appreciation-of-beauty, beauty, awe, wonder
Bravery Bravery, valour, courage
Citizenship Citizenship, social-responsibility, loyalty, teamwork
Creativity Creativity, originality, ingenuity
Curiosity Curiosity, novelty-seeking, openness
Fairness Fairness, justice
Forgiveness Forgive, forgiveness, forgivingness, mercy
Gratitude Gratitude
Hope Hope, optimism, future-mindedness, future-orientation
Humility Humility, modesty
Humour Humour, playfulness
Integrity Integrity, honesty, authenticity
Kindness Kindness, generosity, nurturance, caring, altruism, 

altruistic-love, niceness, humanity
Leadership Leadership
Love Love, attachment
Love of learning Love-of-learning, learning-motivation
Open-mindedness Open-mindedness, judgement, critical-thinking
Persistence Persistence, perseverance, industriousness
Perspective Wisdom
Prudence Prudence, conscientiousness
Self-regulation Self-regulation, self-control
Social intelligence Social-intelligence, emotional-intelligence, 

personal-intelligence
Spirituality Spirituality, religiousness, faith, purpose & mean-

ing, transcendence, meaning-in-life, life-meaning, 
sense-of-meaning

Vitality Vitality, zest, enthusiasm, vigour, energy
Moral 
motivation

Moral emotions Moral-emotion, empathy, sympathy, compassion
Moral identity Moral-identity, moral-self
Moral reasoning Moral-reasoning, moral-judgement

Vocational 
identity

General Vocational-identity, occupational-identity, career-identity
Commitment Career-decidedness, career-commitment, vocational-

commitment, occupational-commitment, career-decision 
& self-efficacy

Exploration Vocational-exploration, career-exploration, occupa-
tional-exploration, career/vocational/occupational & 
exploratory-behaviour

Reconsideration Career-flexibility, career-indecisiveness, career-inde-
cision, vocational-indecision, occupational-indecision, 
career-uncertainty

Table 1 Search terms organized by 
construct and concept
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Results

The search in the electronic databases produced the fol-
lowing results: Scopus: 664 results; Web of Science: 667 
results. After removing duplicates, 926 titles and abstracts 
were screened, and 194 citations were retrieved in full-
text. Finally, 136 documents were included in this review: 
123 quantitative, 8 qualitative, and 5 theoretical or review 
articles. Figure 1 presents the flow diagram of the selection 
process. A summary of each of the included sources is pre-
sented in Appendix 2: the quantitative studies are shown in 
Table S-1, the qualitative in Table S-2, and the theoretical or 
review articles in Table S-3.

Most investigated character and vocational 
constructs

The number of sources of evidence addressing the relation-
ships between each of the character strengths and moral 
motivation constructs, with respect to vocational identity 
processes is presented in Fig. 2. Only 15 of the 24 char-
acter strengths have been studied in association with any 
of the vocational identity processes. The most investigated 
strengths were prudence (included in 38 of the 136 sources), 
curiosity (included in 28 of the 136 sources), love (included 
in 28 of the 136 sources) and hope (included in 27 of the 
136 sources). For these strengths, at least four studies have 
examined their association with some of the vocational 
identity processes. The next two strengths were social 
intelligence (included in 18 of the 136 sources), and spiri-
tuality (included in 15 of the 136 sources). In the case of 
these strengths, relationships with career commitment and 
reconsideration processes were studied, but not with career 
exploration. The last nine strengths were included in six or 
fewer studies each. Most of these strengths were studied 
together with the vocational commitment process. Regard-
ing moral motivation, only one construct has been studied in 
the current literature. This is the case of the moral emotion 
of empathy, whose association with vocational commitment 
has been explored in two studies (Leffel et al., 2018; Nesje, 
2016).

Concerning vocational identity, there were differences in 
the number of studies that have addressed each of its pro-
cesses. The most investigated process was vocational com-
mitment, which was included in 101 of 136 studies. The 
next process was reconsideration, present in 39 of the 136 
studies. Lastly, the exploration process was included in 26 
of the 136 studies.

retrieved full-text documents and re-examined the fulfil-
ment of the inclusion criteria. As in the previous stage, one 
researcher assessed the full-texts and the other two verified 
the assessment for accuracy. The same strategy was applied 
for the data charting process described next.

Data charting

Data from the full-text included sources were charted using 
a data charting table designed for this study. The items to 
be charted were selected according to the review questions. 
For all sources, we extracted data on citation details, source 
type (e.g., empirical study, literature review or theoretical 
article), main objective, character strengths or moral moti-
vation constructs investigated, vocational identity processes 
examined, and the relevant findings or the authors’ conclu-
sion. For empirical studies, we also retrieve data about the 
methodological design, population characteristics (e.g., 
number, sex, age group), and the measurement instruments 
employed. In the case of quantitative studies, we addition-
ally charted the frequency of reported significative correla-
tions between the character strengths or moral motivation 
and the vocational identity variables.

Synthesis of results

We grouped the final studies included according to both the 
character strength or moral motivation construct, and the 
vocational identity process. Studies which included more 
than one character strength or moral motivation construct 
were assigned to multiple groups. Similarly, studies that 
examined more than one vocational identity process were 
classified more than once.

For quantitative studies reporting correlations, we 
counted the frequency of significant simple bivariate cor-
relations, multivariate regression coefficients, or structural 
equation modelling regression path coefficients between the 
variables of interest. We considered a correlation to be sig-
nificant when the p-value was less than 0.05. If more than 
one scale was used to measure the same strength or moral 
motivation construct in a study, at least one of them might 
have reported a significant correlation to be accounted for. 
In longitudinal studies, we only counted the correlations 
between T1 and T2. If a study reported both correlations 
for the entire sample and for men and women separately, 
we only counted the significant correlations for the entire 
sample.
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Study characteristics

Of the 136 included sources, 131 were empirical research 
articles (quantitative and qualitative) and 5 were theoretical 
studies. Regarding the empirical articles, 79.4% were con-
ducted with young adult students and 20.6% with teenagers. 
Almost all of these studies included both male and female 
participants. Five studies included female participants only.

Regarding the methodology of empirical articles, 123 
studies followed a quantitative approach and eight were 
qualitative. Of the quantitative studies, 101 had a cross-sec-
tional design, 18 were longitudinal, three were experimental, 
and one pre-experimental. Almost all of these studies used 
self-report questionnaires to assess both character strengths 
or moral motivation and vocational identity processes. 
The only two exceptions were a study which included the 
Orlofsky Intimacy Status Interview (1976) as an assessment 
of the strength of love (Kacerguis & Adams, 1980), and 
another that used the stability of medical speciality choice 
as an indicator of career commitment (Woolf et al., 2015). 

Evolution of the literature

The 136 documents included in this review were published 
between 1980 and October 2020. The majority (71.3%) 
have emerged in the last decade. The first strengths to be 
studied were love (attachment) and hope. These strengths 
were included in the only 5 sources published between 
1980 and 2000. In the decade from 2001 to 2010, together 
with love and hope, the strengths of prudence and curiosity 
were investigated in several papers. Also, the first studies 
including social intelligence, spirituality, self-regulation, 
love of learning, kindness, and leadership were found in 
this period. In total, 34 documents were published during 
this decade. Since 2011, more studies have examined the 
relationships between the aforementioned strengths and 
vocational identity processes. Also, the strengths of creativ-
ity, gratitude, honesty, perseverance and perspective were 
studied together with a vocational identity process during 
these years. Between 2011 and October 2020, a total of 97 
documents were published.

Fig. 1 Flow diagram of the selection of sources of evidence, based on the PRISMA statement (Tricco et al., 2018)

 

1 3

23454



Current Psychology (2023) 42:23448–23463

Table 2. Among the four most studied strengths, prudence 
and hope followed a similar pattern of reported correla-
tions with vocational identity. For these strengths, there 
were mostly positive correlations with both commitment 
and exploration processes, and negative associations with 
the reconsideration facet. The strengths of curiosity and 
love presented more mixed results. Eight of 19 studies that 
examined the association between curiosity and vocational 
commitment did not report significative associations. In the 
same way, seven of nine studies that explored the relation-
ship between curiosity and reconsideration did not report 
statistically significative findings. Concerning the strength 
of love, five of 14 studies did not find significant relation-
ships with vocational commitment. Also, of the nine stud-
ies that reported significative associations between love 
and reconsideration, three presented positive and six nega-
tive correlations. After a closer inspection of the charac-
ter strength measures employed in these nine articles, we 
observed that the nine findings were describing the same 
relationship direction. The three studies that reported posi-
tive associations employed measures of anxious attachment 
while the other six studies reporting negative association 
used secure attachment measures. Lastly, the remaining 
character strengths and the moral emotion of empathy fol-
lowed a general pattern of positive associations with com-
mitment and exploration, and negative with reconsideration.

Apropos the eight qualitative studies, six used either semi-
structured or in-depth interviews to gather data. The other 
two studies used content analysis on students prompts or 
written assignments (Albritton et al., 2020; James et al., 
2020).

In this review, five studies were classified as theoretical 
sources. Among these, there were three reviews of the lit-
erature on the association between vocational attributes and 
the strengths of social or emotional intelligence (Di Fabio 
& Saklofske, 2018), love or attachment (Wright & Perrone, 
2008), and spirituality (Duffy, 2006); one meta-analysis 
about the Five-Factor Model of personality -whose factors 
of conscientiousness and openness can be considered more 
general measures of the strengths of prudence and curiosity- 
and career decision-making difficulties (Martincin & Stead, 
2015); and finally, one essay on the role of perspective or 
wisdom in the vocational development of young people 
(Deane-Drummond, 2017).

Patterns of associations between character and 
vocational identity

From the quantitative studies, we retrieved data on the 
frequency of significant correlations between character 
strengths or moral motivation and vocational identity pro-
cesses. A summary of these findings, including a list of 
the most commonly employed measures, is presented in 

Fig. 2 Stack bar diagram with the number of sources of evidence including character strengths and moral motivation (bars) and vocational identity 
processes (segments within each bar) (n = 136)
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to the relevance of these two strengths in career develop-
ment (Savickas, 2002; Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). As stated 
in that research, becoming interested in the vocational future 
(hope) and exploring many future career alternatives (curi-
osity) are two key self-regulatory strategies that lead to pos-
itive career adaptation results (Rudolph et al., 2017). Lastly, 
the presence of love among the most studied strengths is 
thought to represent the importance of counting on social 
support during career decision periods. Since the majority 
of these studies have employed attachment scales, the role 
of family and friends is emphasised. The importance of fam-
ily support for vocational development has been highlighted 
in a past literature review on career preparedness attitudes in 
adolescence (Marciniak et al., 2020).

An interesting point regarding some of the most studied 
character strengths in this review is their emotional facet. 
Recent studies in vocational psychology have highlighted 
the beneficial role of positive emotions in vocational devel-
opment (Dik et al., 2015, 2019; Robertson, 2018). Positive 
affect has shown to be related to vocational self-efficacy 
(Rottinghaus et al., 2009). Also, emotional dispositions have 
been linked to each of the 24 character strengths (Güsewell 
& Ruch, 2012). Taking into consideration this literature, it is 
possible to hypothesize that the emotional aspects of some 
strengths can have a leading role in accounting for positive 
vocational outcomes. In particular, we are thinking of the 
strengths of hope and love, that are considered as cognitive-
emotional (Snyder et al., 1991) or affectional dispositional 
(Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) personality traits by relevant 
psychological literature. Moreover, the interest in acknowl-
edging the contribution of emotions and character strengths 
to vocational development has promoted recent mediation 
and moderation studies. There is evidence for the mediation 
role of positive emotions in the relationships between hope 
and work performance (Valero et al., 2015). In addition, 
positive emotions have been found to moderate the associa-
tion between social support or interpersonal behaviour -an 
indicators of love- and career outcomes (Park et al., 2018, 
2021; Vignoli et al., 2020). All in all, the presence of hope 
and love among the most studied character strengths in this 
review can be taken as a departure point for encouraging 
more research on the positive role of emotions in vocational 
development.

Together with character strengths, this review also 
mapped the moral motivation constructs that were studied 
alongside vocational identity. Only two studies that included 
the moral emotion of empathy were found in the literature. 
In both cases, empathy showed positive relationships with 
vocational identity. However, neither the cognitive (e.g., 
moral reasoning) nor the attitudinal (e.g., moral identity) 
aspects of moral motivation have been studied together 
with vocational identity. These results revealed a gap in the 

Discussion

This scoping review aimed to map the existent peer-
reviewed literature on the relationships between character 
strengths and moral motivation, with respect to vocational 
identity processes in adolescents and young adult students. 
We identified 136 sources, including empirical studies, the-
oretical articles and literature reviews published between 
1980 and October 2020. Our findings revealed that four 
strengths -prudence, curiosity, hope and love- were the 
most studied in association with a vocational identity pro-
cess in the literature we examined. In contrast, there was 
scant research focusing on the relationship between moral 
motivation and vocational identity. These results cor-
roborate the relevance of character strengths in vocational 
development. In particular, they extend the knowledge in 
this area by providing a list of the character traits most rel-
evant to vocational psychology researchers. Regarding the 
moral motivation dimension of character, its contribution to 
vocational development remains an open question to future 
empirical research.

The first specific research question in this review was 
about which character traits have been related to voca-
tional identity in the examined literature. Among the 24 
character strengths, only half were studied together with a 
vocational identity process. In particular, the strengths of 
prudence, hope, curiosity and love were the most exam-
ined by research in this area. This finding is interpreted as 
revealing what aspects of character are considered as the 
most relevant for vocational development according to cur-
rent research. Among the top-four investigated strengths, 
there was one related to personal effort and decision-making 
(prudence), two regarding some intellectual functions that 
can be applied to the career-decision process (curiosity and 
hope), and the last one which referred to social relationships 
(love). An interpretation of the relevance of each strength 
for the vocational development of adolescents and young 
adults is presented next.

Concerning the strength of prudence -mostly mea-
sured with conscientiousness subscales-, its relevance has 
been underscored in past studies (Rottinghaus & Miller, 
2013). According to that research, adolescents and young 
adults who evaluate themselves as orderly, responsible and 
dependable tend to show improved educational, career and 
organizational outcomes. This positive contribution has 
been explained due to the tendency to embrace attention to 
details and achievement striving that characterize persons 
high in conscientiousness (Rottinghaus & Miller, 2013). 
About the strengths of hope and curiosity, they are thought 
to enhance career decisions by providing a future-time per-
spective, and an informed understanding of career alterna-
tives. Past research on career adaptability has given support 
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expectations of young adults with a “commitment to ser-
vice” or a “sense of a vocation”.

Lastly, the fourth research question in this review was 
about the association patterns between character and voca-
tional identity in quantitative research. Among the top-four 
studied character traits, prudence and hope showed the most 
consistent pattern of associations with vocational identity. 
This finding suggests the high relevance of these charac-
ter traits for promoting vocational development in adoles-
cents and young adults. By successfully resisting impulses 
to satisfy short-term goals (prudence) and having an orien-
tation to the future (hope), young individuals are thought 
to be best prepared for exploring career alternatives, mak-
ing career choices, and dealing with the uncertainties and 
rapid changes in the career context. For the other two most 
studied character traits, curiosity and love, studies reported 
more mixed results, with research reporting both significant 
associations and no association. This finding is interpreted 
as partly due to the characteristics of the employed mea-
sures. In the case of curiosity, this strength was commonly 
measured with openness subscales from different Big Five 
personality inventories. Past research has suggested that 
openness is the broadest and most ambiguous factor from 
the Big Five model (John & Srivastava, 1999). It is believed 
that the different conceptualizations of this factor in the mea-
surement instruments can lead to differences in the results 
across studies. Similar considerations can be extended to the 
character strength of love. To assess this strength, attach-
ment subscales were employed, including parental attach-
ment, romantic relationship attachment and attachment to 
friends.

There are some limitations to the present scoping review 
that need to be mentioned. First, the aggregation of stud-
ies into separate character strength or vocational identity 
categories could mask the diversity of methodological 
approaches within each class. In some cases, similar but 
distinct conceptualizations or measures were employed for 
the same character strength (e.g., hope, with studies using 
trait-hope, future-time perspective, or optimism scales). In 
other cases, the research works included used more gen-
eral measures of specific strengths, capturing more aspects 
than those originally stated in the theory (e.g., prudence and 
curiosity, which were measured in most studies using con-
scientiousness and openness scales from the Big Five per-
sonality model). In all cases, the construction of categories 
in this review have followed the original theory of character 
strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), together with the 
most recent research within this field (McGrath et al., 2020). 
We acknowledge the risk of committing a case of jingle 
fallacy, i.e., combining results from similar scales that are 
measuring distinct but correlated constructs (see Marsh et 
al., 2019). However, it was beyond the exploratory scope of 

literature regarding the contribution of moral motivation to 
vocational development. Some authors have suggested that 
the progression in moral development has some concomi-
tant effects on the way individuals practise their professions 
(Arthur & Earl, 2020; Bebeau & Thoma, 2013; Carr, 2014). 
For instance, in an in-depth study with dental professionals, 
adults nominated as moral exemplars have also proved to be 
highly successful and exceptionally competent in their pro-
fessional practice (Rule & Bebeau, 2005). Although these 
studies suggest that moral motivation can influence profes-
sional practice, it is still unknown how moral motivation 
can contribute to the vocational development of adolescents 
and young adults. Future research is needed on this topic.

With regard to the second research question, this review 
examined the distribution of the literature on the relation-
ship between character and vocational identity over time. 
It was found that the majority of sources of evidence were 
published in the last ten years. This finding seems to be in 
line with the emerging interest in psychology in the scien-
tific study of character and virtue (Fowers et al., 2021). Such 
interest started with the work of positive psychologists more 
than one decade ago (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Since 
that time, some vocational psychologists have become 
interested in studying the compatibility between positive 
psychology constructs -including character strengths- and 
career theory and practice (Dik et al., 2019; Robertson, 
2018; Savickas, 2003). The literature in the present review 
provides support for the link between character and voca-
tional development. Such literature shows how different 
character traits have been studied in association with voca-
tional identity processes.

The third research question was about the characteristics 
of the included studies. There was a predominant amount 
of quantitative and cross-sectional research. Addition-
ally, more studies were conducted with samples of young 
adult students than with samples of adolescents. Although 
this last finding can be attributed to the ease of accessing 
undergraduate samples, it can also reflect the importance of 
character for vocational development at that period. Recent 
initiatives to promote character in university settings have 
suggested that the inclusion of a vocational component 
seems to be adequate for satisfying the developmental needs 
of emerging adults (Brooks et al., 2019; Lamb et al., 2021). 
Young adults are giving shape to their identity through the 
decisions they take at this age regarding education, work 
and love. To thrive in their identity formation -including its 
vocational facet-, they will require certain strengths (e.g., 
perseverance, social intelligence, creativity and problem-
solving skills) to face the difficulties that appear in the work 
and love domains. In addition, a moral motivation compo-
nent is thought to be necessary to integrate the professional 
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of research seems to be the association between prudence 
and vocational identity. This character trait -measured with 
conscientiousness subscales- was the most consistently 
related to vocational identity processes. By developing 
prudence, it is thought that adolescents and young adults 
will be more prepared to make career decisions with proper 
knowledge of their abilities, interests, and envisioning work 
as a social service. We consider the emerging construct of 
phronesis or practical wisdom (Kristjánsson et al., 2021) as 
an interesting model of prudence that can be used in future 
vocational psychology research.

Conclusions

The literature included in this review revealed that more 
than half of the 24 character strengths and one moral moti-
vation construct have been studied together with a voca-
tional identity process. The most studied strengths -i.e., 
prudence, hope, love, and curiosity- showed resemblance 
with the competencies and skills commonly addressed 
by career researchers and counsellors. These results are 
thought to underscore the beneficial role of possessing char-
acter traits in vocational identity development. This study 
unveils which positive personality traits can be considered 
key ingredients for promoting vocational development 
according to current research. In this line, the findings of 
this review provide an important contribution to the ongo-
ing dialogue between positive psychology and vocational 
psychology (Dik et al., 2019; Niemiec, 2020; Owens et 
al., 2019; Robertson, 2018; Savickas, 2003; Villacís et al., 
2021). Future research in this new intersecting subfield is 
hoped to take guidance from the current review.

Regarding practical applications, vocational counsel-
lors can consider the list of the most studied strengths as 
a starting point for designing character-inspired vocational 
interventions (a set of profitable examples of this approach 
can be found at Sanderson 2017). Such interventions are 
expected to prevent career decision-making difficulties 
and enhance career exploration and commitment by pro-
moting the acquisition of character strengths. Vocational 
counselling is thought to constantly require the application 
of techniques for increasing knowledge about vocational 
interests (Martínez-Vicente et al., 2015; Martínez-Vicente 
& Valls-Fernández, 2006), and overcoming internal or 
external barriers that prevent making a decision or persever-
ing on a professional path (Gati, 2013; Martincin & Stead, 
2015). Nonetheless, we think that the possession of char-
acter strengths -especially prudence, hope, curiosity, and 
love- is paramount to a suitable and more satisfactory voca-
tional development. Character strengths are thought to be 
personality resources that, at the proper time, would favour 

this review to conduct a deep analysis of such a possibility. 
All in all, we believe that the diversity of methodological 
perspectives should be taken into account by future research 
on this topic.

Other limitations of this scoping review are related 
to its methodological design. On the one hand, only two 
databases of peer-reviewed literature, Scopus and Web of 
Science, were examined. Sources of evidence not indexed 
by these two databases were automatically excluded from 
the present review. We believe that the selected databases 
provided us with access to a significant body of the highest 
quality literature in the field. Other sources of evidence, not 
included in this review, are thought to increase but possibly 
not change the tendencies we found in the examined litera-
ture. However, future research that includes more and dif-
ferent databases, and also an examination of grey literature, 
e.g., theses, organizational reports, white papers and non-
commercial publications, will be important to contrast and 
expand our findings. On the other hand, the data charting 
process was conducted with some simplifications. To extract 
the data from the selected sources (e.g., character strengths 
addressed, relevant results or author’s conclusions, report of 
significant correlation coefficients, etc.), one reviewer per-
formed the initial extraction and the other two assessed the 
process for accuracy. No calibration exercise was conducted 
for the data charting table. Doubts and discrepancies were 
solved during team meetings, but the decisions made by the 
first reviewer may, to a certain degree, have influenced the 
assessment of the other two. Whatever the case, the study 
objectives and the criteria for data extraction were shared 
by all the researchers and evaluated during the entire review 
process.

Future research may benefit from considering some of 
the results of the present scoping review. First, a systematic 
review or meta-analysis of the examined literature does not 
seem to be viable at present. All the studies we reviewed 
employed separate measures of each character strength or 
moral construct instead of global assessments as does the 
VIA-IS questionnaire. Given the diversity of measures uti-
lized, and in some cases the limited number of studies, we 
recommend researchers focus on specific strengths and their 
contribution to the development of the vocational identity 
processes. Second, more research is required for addressing 
the association between moral motivation and vocational 
development in adolescents and young adults. Moral moti-
vation has been examined in individuals who are already 
in the workplace (Arthur & Earl, 2020; Bebeau & Thoma, 
2013). However, the role of moral motivation in the pre-
career stage is a gap in the current literature. It is believed 
that moral motivation could be an important construct for 
promoting the development of vocational identities that will 
be oriented toward prosocial goals. Third, a promising area 
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the development of a vocational identity that harmonizes 
one’s talents and abilities with the characteristics of today’s 
changing work environment. Likewise, character educators 
are called to continue working on developing vocationally-
oriented programs to promote character in adolescents and 
young people. In these programs, the pre-career stage can 
be used as a concrete context to motivate the practice of 
character strengths (an example of such type of initiatives is 
presented in Brooks et al., 2019; see also Lamb et al., 2021).

A gap identified in the current review was the scant lit-
erature about the contribution of moral motivation to voca-
tional identity development. Moral motivation is thought to 
promote a socially-oriented vision of the profession (Blond 
et al., 2015; Carr, 2014). Future research is encouraged to 
extend the knowledge on this topic. Such research will shed 
more light on the question of how to promote the construc-
tion of socially-oriented vocational identities. After all, the 
intention of helping young people to develop not only their 
skills but also their whole character was a firm conviction 
in the origins of the first career guidance programs (cf. Sav-
ickas & Baker, 2005).
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