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Aims Military personnel has high-risk occupations. Virtues and strengths as the values that 
govern the actions and behavior are suitable predictors for these jobs. We intend to examine 
the role of virtues and character strengths on psychological distress in military personnel 
comprehensively. 
Instrument & Methods This descriptive cross-sectional study was conducted on military 
men in Tehran from June 3, 2020, to October 31, 2020. The military personnel of Tehran were 
selected by available sampling. 410 Iranian military personnel completed the demographic 
questionnaire and the Virtues Inventory in Action (VIA-120) and Kessler Psychological 
Distress Scale (K10). Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, correlation, regression, 
T-test, and ANOVA.
Findings According to the results, the virtues of Justice and humanity had a higher average 
than other virtues. Among the character strengths, integrity, kindness, gratitude, persistence, 
open-mindedness, social intelligence, respectively, were six of the most important 
strengths with which military personnel described themselves. The virtue of temperance 
and transcendence were related to work experience. Only wisdom differed significantly at 
the academic level (p<0.05). No significant differences were found between the virtues in 
military ranks (p>0.05). All dimensions of virtues and character strengths were significantly 
associated with psychological distress (p<0.05). Nevertheless, only the dimension of 
transcendence had the power to predict psychological distress.
Conclusion Strengthening the dimension of transcendence can reduce psychological distress 
in military personnel. Recognizing the most important Virtues and character strengths in 
Military Personnel and discovering implications additional ways to promote the virtues, 
military personnel can improve their performance.
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Introduction 
Psychological distress (anxiety, depressive 
reactions, irritability, declining intellectual capacity, 
tiredness, sleepiness) is a mental health outcome 
typified by psycho-physiological and behavioral 
symptoms that are not specific to a given mental 
pathology [1]. Military personnel faces unpredictable, 
difficult, and stressful situations in their day-to-day 
work, and they must be able to handle situations 
that occur suddenly and with unknown content. As a 
result, actions may be affected by a high level of 
difficulty and unpredictability [2]. Consequences such 
as impairment of individual and group performance, 
low accuracy at work, emotional problems, alcohol 
and drug use, inappropriate violence, lack of 
cooperation and cooperation with the commander, 
withdrawal from operational areas, divorce and 
marital problems, Side effects on moral issues and 
decision-making in military complexes have been 
cited as complications of psychological distress  [3].  
Psychological distress is very common in military 
personnel. Based on a study, the prevalence of 
various symptoms based on the general GSI 
syndrome index of the SCL-90 questionnaire was 
35.5% [4]. Difficult situations, life dissatisfaction, 
health problems, work environment conditions, 
overwork, constant stress, and victimization [5], Job 
stress (high psychological demands and low 
decision-making freedom), and isolation stress (high 
work pressure with low social support) [6], 
Witnessing acts of cruelty, fear of physical harm, 
feelings of insecurity, fear of meaninglessness and 
contact with prisoners, confrontation with war, low 
social support, and multiple physical symptoms 
were associated with psychological distress [7]. 
Military as a positive institution consists of 
pathology-free mentally and physically fit soldiers, 
share positive traits, positive emotions, and positive 
relationships. Therefore, it is imperative to identify, 
nurture, and optimize all those positive aspects of a 
soldier, strengthening him for better operational 
effectiveness, adjustment, and optimal functioning 
[8]. According to positive military psychology, the 
military doctrine has affirmed that Virtues and 
character strengths can be more suitable predictors 
for successful military personnel and institution [9, 

10]. An individual expresses his or her values through 
one's character. This has been found to play an 
important role in leadership, adaptability, and 
achievement [10, 11]. Therefore, Character strengths 
are important factors for being resilient applicants 
to high-risk organizations [12]. 
A soldier must have the courage and aggression to 
carry out military operations and cultivate the 
necessary empathy and compassion for dealing 
humanely with non-combatants and enemy 
prisoners. Often, the whole spectrum of moral 
virtues is called to service within minutes [13]. Virtue 
ethics as the best way to increase the likelihood of 

soldiers' moral behavior due to laws or rules of 
conduct applied from above lack flexibility and less 
room for personal integrity. In addition, changes in 
the military environment have led to a shift from 
traditional tasks to more complex ones, and 
especially in today's missions, one can expect those 
appropriate virtues are not just combated [14]. 
Virtues and character strengths are perhaps one of 
the most potential areas in which positive 
psychology establishes the US and European army 
forces [8]. The military doctrine of the Argentine 
army explicitly states that the future military leader 
must have certain character strengths  [15]. 
According to Aristotle, virtue is good behavior and 
enables a person to have a good and prosperous life 
[16]. Virtue is a profound characteristic of personality 
that provides the reasons for action with the right 
motivation to choose, feel, react appropriately in 
different situations, and have at least two basic 
characteristics. First, they tend to influence behavior 
and specifically show appropriate behavior. Then, 
they mean universal ("universal attributes"). They 
are assumed to be well-being components that can 
be used to summarize the representative's past 
behavior and predict the agent's future behavior [17]. 
They are a stable and orderly behavior in a wide 
range of different objective situations  [16] and an 
important and necessary step in advancing the 
scientific study of moral excellence [15]. Character 
strengths are psychological ingredients (processes 
and mechanisms) that define character virtues [15] 
and are a specific phenomenon that coexists with 
goals, interests, and values and can be developed 
through increased awareness and effort [18]. Positive 
psychology (virtues and character strengths) argues 
that psychological pathology and distress occur 
when people's capacities are neutralized by 
psychological and socio-cultural factors [19]. 
Peterson and Seligman listed six virtues and 24 
character strengths, included wisdom and 
knowledge (creativity, curiosity, open-mindedness, 
love of learning, perspective), courage (authenticity, 
bravery, persistence, zest), humanity (kindness, 
love, and social intelligence), Justice ( fairness, 
leadership, citizenship), temperance (forgiveness, 
modesty, prudence, self-regulation) and 
transcendence (appreciation of beauty, gratitude, 
hope, humor, spirituality) [20]. 
 

We have designed this study to address several gaps 
in virtues and character strengths literature. First, 
Few studies have been conducted on the virtues and 
character strengths in the military in Iran. Although, 
a study to investigate the role of character strengths, 
emotions, and resilience in predicting job stress in a 
sample of Iranian military personnel. The results 
showed that higher flexibility and courage are 
associated with lower job stress [21]. This study only 
examined virtues and does not include character 
strengths in the study. Second, a review of previous 
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studies [9, 11, 18] showed that these studies focused on 
a small sample of experienced military personnel.  
We wanted to investigate virtues and strengths in 
ordinary military forces and the most important 
virtues and character strengths in the ordinary 
military. In addition, we are interested to know what 
is the difference between these virtues with 
increasing education and work experience in 
military personnel. Given the importance of positive 
psychology and psychological distress in militaries, 
the question is raised about whether virtues and 
character strengths are related to psychological 
distress. Can virtues predict psychological distress? 
Our research did not find a study that 
comprehensively examines these virtues in relation 
to the degree of psychological distress in military 
personnel. Therefore, this study was aimed to 
examine the role of virtues and character strengths 
on psychological distress in military personnel 
comprehensively. 
 
Instrument and Methods 
This descriptive cross-sectional study was 
conducted on military men in Tehran from June 3, 
2020, to October 31, 2020. The military personnel of 
Tehran were selected by available sampling. 384 
people were selected by available sampling based on 
the Cochran sample size formula (In this formula: 
z=1.96; p=q=0.5; and d (error value) =0.05) [22]. To 
compensate for possible errors and increase the test 
power, the sample size was increased by 410 units. 
Participants include male militaries with more than 
two years of work experiences and higher education 
of diploma.  
A demographic questionnaire was used such as age, 
work experience (in years), education, military 
rank). Virtues Inventory in Action (VIA-120) was 
used to evaluate the virtues and strengths of military 
personnel. Seligman and Patterson developed a 
short form of VIA that included 120 items for every 
24 factors or character strength. Items are 
completed on a 5-point Likert scale from "very much 
like me" [5] to "very much unlike me" [1] and 
dimensionally represent each character's strength. It 
is equivalent to the original English long-form (VIA- 
240) in reliability, validity, and factor structure. 
Validity and comparability of the German VIA-120 
were examined and indicated that the VIA 120 short 
form is comparable regarding the validity and 
reliability of the original VIA 240-item version 
indicating its potential to be used in large-scale 
research studies [23]. The reliability of this scale was 
evaluated by Namdari et al., which was 0.70. 
Therefore, the face and content validity of the scale 
was confirmed. In the study, scale reliability through 
test-retest 0.62 to 0.86, and Cronbach's alpha for the 
whole scale was 0.97, and the scale of wisdom was 
0.87, courage 0.82, humanity 0.82, justice 0.83, 
temperance 0.78, and transcendence 0.87 is 

calculated [24]. In the present study, Cronbach's alpha 
was calculated 0.95 for the whole scale and 0.91 for 
the Wisdom Scale, 0.88 for courage, 0.85 for 
humanity, 0.84 for Justice, 0.84 for temperance, and 
0.91 for transcendence. The Kessler Psychological 
Distress Scale (K10) was also used to assess 
psychological distress with 10-item. Responses were 
scored on a five-point ordinal scale reflecting how 
much of over the past month time respondents had 
experienced ten symptoms, such as "feeling tired out 
for no good reason" and "sad or depressed". The 
measure has five response categories ranging from 0 
(none of the time) to 4 (all of the time). The items 
were summed to generate a total score ranging from 
0 to 40, with higher scores indicating higher levels of 
psychological distress. K10 scale has satisfactory 
psychometric properties for use to measure non-
specific psychological distress in the military 
population [25]. The Persian version of K10 is valid 
and reliable for evaluating mental health status 
among patients with type 2 diabetes [26].  
This article is part of a doctoral dissertation 
approved by Baqiyatallah University of Medical 
Science.  Target individuals were informed about the 
purpose of the study and their right to withdraw 
from the study at any point. All questionnaires were 
kept confidential. First, the necessary permits were 
obtained from the relevant centers to implement the 
questionnaires, and then the command of each unit 
was coordinated. Questionnaires were distributed 
among the military personnel, and explanations 
were given on answering and confidentiality of the 
answers. After completing the answer, 
questionnaires were collected.  
Data were analyzed by SPSS 18 and using statistical 
methods such as correlation, regression, 
independent-test, and one-way analysis of variance.  
 
 
Findings 
The mean±SD of the age and work experience (years 
of work in the organization) of the participants were 
36.72±7.02 and 17.35±6.19, respectively. In 
addition, 70% were married, and 30% had mastered 
and doctorate degrees. 60% worked in the morning 
shift, 30% in variable work shifts. Participants had 
18% employees and non-military ranks in terms of 
military rank, approximately 50% lieutenants and 
captains, and the rest of them were majors and 
colonel. 
The most important virtues in the Iranian military 
were Justice, humanity, courage, transcendence, 
temperance, and wisdom. There was a positive and 
significant relationship between the two virtues of 
transcendence and temperance with the work 
experience of individuals. Transcendence and 
temperance in the Iranian military had increased 
with increasing the experience of individuals in the 
work environment. Other virtues did not show a 
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significant correlation with people's work 
experience (Table 1).  
Participants had the highest character strengths: 
integrity, kindness, gratitude, persistence, Open-
mindedness, social intelligence, humor, hope, love, 
spirituality, and prudence, respectively (Table 2). 
 
Table 1) Mean and Pearson Correlation values between virtues 
and work experience 
Variables Mean±SD Pearson 

Correlation  
 (work 
experience) 

Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Justice 3.97±0.49 0.078 0.064 
Humanity and Love 3.97±0.49 0.078 0.064 
Courage 3.94±.0.49 0.068 0.094 
Transcendence 3.87±0.50 0.137 0.004 
Temperance 3.75±0.48 0.156 0.001 
Wisdom and 
Knowledge 

3.75±0.50 0.059 0.125 

 
Table2) means of character strengths 

Strengths Mean±SD 
1) Integrity 4.25±0.54 
2) Kindness 4.17±0.55 
3) Gratitude 4.01±0.61 
4) Persistence 3.99±0.62 
5) Open mindedness 3.92±0.54 
6) Social intelligence 3.90±0.58 
7) Humor 3.87±0.63 
8) Hope 3.86±0.67 
9) Love 3.85±0.60 
10) Spirituality 3.85±0.69 
11) Prudence 3.85±0.59 
12) Fairness 3.83±0.58 
13) Citizenship 3.83±0.58 
14) Creativity 3.81±0.61 
15) Vitality 3.79±0.66 
16) Appreciation 3.78±0.55 
17) Perspective 3.77±0.58 
18) Curiosity 3.76±0.58 
19) Modesty 3.74±0.55 
20) Self-regulation 3.74±0.62 
21) Bravery 3.73±0.54 
22) Forgiveness 3.67±0.72 
23) Leadership 3.64±0.60 
24) Love of learning 3.52±0.73 
 
Psychological distress had an inverse and significant 
relationship with all levels of virtues and character 
strengths. The virtues and character strengths 
increased, but the psychological distress decreased 
(Table 3). 
There was a significant difference between the two 
groups of undergraduate and graduate militaries 
personnel only in the virtue of wisdom (t=-2.453, 
df=368, P=.015). In people with higher education, 
the virtue of wisdom was significantly higher than 
people with undergraduate. The result of ANOVA 
showed no significant difference in the six virtues 
among the groups of military ranks. The results 
showed that 16% of the variance of psychological 
distress is explained by this model, which is 
significant (F=15.95, df=5, p=0.00). Based on this 
analysis, only the virtue of transcendence could 
predict psychological distress in military personnel 
(Table 4). 

 
Table3) Correlations table between virtues and character 
strengths with psychological distress  
Virtues  Character 

strengths  
Distress  
Pearson 
Correlation 

Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Wisdom ---- -0.276 0.000 
 Creativity -0.223 0.000 
 Curiosity -0.264 0.000 
 Open minding -0.254 0.000 
 love of learning -0.237 0.000 
 Perspective -0.175 0.000 
Courage ---- -0.358 0.000 
 Bravery -0.239 0.000 
 Persistence -0.257 0.000 
 Integrity -0.305 0.000 
 Vitality -0.369 0.000 
Humanity  Love -0.267 0.000 
 Kindness -0.205 0.000 
 Social 

intelligence 
-0.331 0.000 

Transcendence ----- -0.393 0.000 
 Appreciation -0.178 0.000 
 Gratitude -0.378 0.000 
 Hope -0.456 0.000 
 Humor -0.178 0.000 
 Spirituality -0.342 0.000 
Temperance ------- -0.327 0.000 
 Forgiveness -0.310 0.000 
 Modesty -0.215 0.000 
 Prudence -0.216 0.000 
 Self-regulation -0.260 0.000 
Justice --- -0.312 0.000 
 Citizenship -0.180 0.000 
 Fairness -0.312 0.000 
 Leadership -0.126 0.011 
 
 
Table 4) Regression coefficients' results 
Virtues B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 
Wisdom 1.933 1.319 0.114 1.465 0.144 
Courage -2.985 1.604 -0.170 -1.860 0.064 
Justice 0.747 1.428 0.043 0.523 0.601 
Temperance -1.366 1.295 -0.077 -1.055 0.292 
Transcendence  -5.381 1.579 -0.316 -3.408 0.001 
 

Discussion 
This study aimed to investigate the role of virtues 
and character strengths on psychological distress 
and examine the Iranian military's most important 
virtues and character strengths. We also wanted to 
examine the relationship between virtues and 
character strengths with work experience and 
education, and military ranks in military personnel. 
According to the results of this study, humanity and 
Justice were two virtues that had a higher average 
among the six moral virtues of Seligman and 
Patterson in the Iranian military. There is a lot of 
overlap and solidarity between the strengths of the 
character of Justice and humanity  [27]. While love is 
interpersonally created in smaller, individual 
relationships, Justice is relevant to the individual 
and the community's optimal interaction [20]. This 
finding indicates that the Iranian military has 
strengthened and attached more importance to 
interpersonal relations than other virtues. In 
explaining this finding, we can point to the 
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importance of the position of the rights of others in 
Islam. Human relation requires mercy, empathy, 
compassion, and kindness, enabling Muslims to 
strengthen the brotherhood and solidarity among 
them  [28].  
Among the character strengths, respectively, 
Integrity, Kindness, Gratitude, Persistence, Open-
mindedness, Social intelligence were six of the most 
important strengths with which military personnel 
described themselves. This finding is consistent with 
the study [29] that mentioned integrity is one of their 
foremost values in the U.S. Air Force and Army, 
proclaim [11, 12] team worker, persistence, and love of 
learning for successful applicants to the Australian 
Army Special Forces [11]. Previous research has 
identified 12 character strengths that are the most 
important for military leaders: leadership, integrity, 
persistence, bravery, open-mindedness, fairness, 
citizenship, self-regulation, love of learning, social 
intelligence, perspective, and creativity [13]. Also, 
integrity, leadership, good judgment, 
trustworthiness, and team workers were ranked by 
the respondents as their chief personal strengths at 
frequencies significantly above those expected from 
random allocation [30]. In a study, fairness, honesty, 
judgment, kindness, and love were the top-five 
individual signature character strengths on 274 
hospital physicians [23]. 
Next question, what is the difference between the 
virtues and strengths of personality in Iran's 
military and previous studies. We reviewed previous 
studies in this area. In previous studies [9, 18], the 
average strengths were from about 1.70 to 4.97, but 
in our study, the average was from 3.52 to 4.25. This 
difference can be due to the characteristics of the 
mean mentioned in the introduction. These studies 
have been conducted on leaders and special officers, 
and the current study is on a range of Iranian 
military personnel, regardless of rank, education, or 
job position. In addition, in the studies mentioned 
above, the lowest mean was assigned to strengths 
related to the virtue of transcendence, while in our 
study, scores of the virtue of transcendence and its 
character strengths were selected in higher 
priorities by the Iranian military. In both previous 
studies, spirituality was the lowest average. In 
contrast, in our study, gratitude was in the third 
priority, humor and hope we are in the fourth and 
fifth, respectively, spirituality in the tenth priority, 
and admiration of beauty in the sixteenth priority. 
This finding strengthened the possibility of 
differences in strengths in the Iranian military under 
the influence of Iranian society's spiritual and 
religious culture. 
Our findings showed, with the increase of work 
experience in the military personnel, the virtue of 
temperance and transcendence has increased. 
Results of a previous study approved virtues of 
transcendence increased in old age [31]. Gratitude 
and appreciation of beauty were given significantly 

more value in older age than in middle age. Positive 
associations between spirituality and life 
satisfaction were found in older but not middle- 
aged [31].  
According to our findings, virtues differed 
significantly only in wisdom at the top graduate 
levels with the undergraduate level. Also, no 
significant differences were found between the 
virtues in military ranks. Also, all dimensions of 
virtues and character strengths were significantly 
associated with psychological distress. Nevertheless, 
only the dimension of transcendence had the power 
to predict psychological distress. In examining the 
effects of Positive psychology interventions (PPIs), 
wherein the focus is on eliciting positive feelings, 
cognitions or behaviors, not only have the potential 
to improve well-being and reduce distress in 
populations with clinical disorders. PPIs improved 
well-being and decreased psychological distress in 
mood and depressive and psychotic disorders and 
improving quality of life and well-being in breast 
cancer patients [32]. In a study, resilience is positively 
associated with virtues and PTG; by contrast, PTSD 
scores were negatively but not significantly related 
to most of these factors [33]. Following the literature, 
the most strongly related character strengths to life 
satisfaction were curiosity, gratitude, hope, love, and 
zest and subjective well-being in total, curiosity, 
hope. In addition, the possession and applicability of 
signature character strengths were important in 
work and private life, but to different degrees. 
Possessing fairness, honesty, or kindness indicated 
significant positive relations with subjective well-
being, whereas judgment and kindness seemed to 
interact with reduced personal accomplishment [34] 
negatively. 
According al-Balkhi, when the soul is healthy, all its 
faculties will be tranquil without any psychological 
symptoms such as anger, panic, depression, and 
other similar forms of sickness. Without the control 
of the rival power of the inner self, negative thought 
or faulty thinking would lead to emotional 
pathological habits of anxiety, anger, and sadness 
and is the main reason behind the psychic disorders 
of the soul. Therefore, transcendence such as 
gratitude and spirituality is related to mental health 
[28], like what was found in our study. 
In order to improve future studies, it is suggested 
that positive psychology interventions be practiced 
by military personnel and that the results be 
reviewed on their psychological distress. Also, it is 
better to examine the relationship between positive 
psychological variables (virtues and strengths of 
personality) and hardiness and the degree of 
tolerance of military conditions in military 
operational units that serve in specific borders and 
conditions. 
The present study is only a description, and we have 
not examined the effect of different factors of age, 
education, and history on the main research 



Psychological Distress in One of the Branches of the Iranian Military …                                                                                                    28 

Iranian Journal of War and Public Health                                                                                                                             Volume 13, Issue 1, Winter 2021 

variable. In addition, the influence of different 
regions and cultures of Iranian ethnic groups has not 
been studied in this study. As their number was very 
limited, giving a questionnaire to female personnel 
was another problem in this study. This caused the 
study to plan for just men personnel. In this study, 
we did not mention the participants' job 
characteristics (type of air, land, naval, and defense 
unit) for security reasons. This study was also 
conducted in Tehran by the available sampling 
method. Therefore, caution should be exercised in 
generalizing the findings of this study.  
 
Conclusion 
Strengthening the dimension of transcendence can 
reduce psychological distress in military personnel. 
Recognizing the most important Virtues and 
character strengths in Military Personnel and 
discovering implications additional ways to promote 
the virtues, military personnel can improve their 
performance. 
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