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Abstract 
Problem statement: Serving as a soldier or officer in a military elite or special unit is highly demanding. 
This requires among other things that the soldier or officer has a well-developed character. Previous 
studies have identified that 12 character strengths are highly relevant and important for succeeding as 
a regular officer in the Norwegian Army. The character strengths previously identified as important for 
regular officers were leadership, integrity, persistence, bravery, teamwork, fairness, open-mindedness, 
social intelligence, love of learning, perspective, self-regulation, and creativity. There is, however, a 
lack of systematic research on which character strengths are crucial for succeeding in Special Forces 
units, and hence, on how to develop military training and education in such units. 

Purpose of study: To investigate which character strengths are considered important for officers of the 
Norwegian Armed Forces Special Command. 

Method: 27 officers from the Norwegian Armed Forces Special Command were given a list of 24 
character strengths based on Peterson and Seligman’s taxonomy from 2004. Participants were 
requested to evaluate each character strength according to its importance for success as an officer in 
their unit. Ratings were given on a scale ranging from 1 (not important) to 5 (very important).  

Findings and results: Scores of 4.00 and above (important) were used to decide whether a character 
strength was to be considered important. The respondents gave 15 of the 24 character strengths a 
score of 4.00 or higher. The main character strength was open-mindedness, closely followed by 
integrity, teamwork, leadership, persistence, love of learning, bravery, perspective, social intelligence, 
fairness, creativity, humility/modesty, curiosity, self-regulation and forgiveness and mercy. 

Conclusions and recommendations: The 15 chosen character strengths included all the 12 character 
strengths previously identified as important for other Norwegian Army officers. However, the 
participants in the Norwegian Armed Forces Special Command also selected humility/modesty, 
curiosity, and forgiveness and mercy as important character strengths. This might imply that being 
selected for and serving in a military special unit is more demanding and complex, and thus requires a 
wider range of character strengths than previously identified. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Being selected to and serving in a Special Forces unit is both challenging and demanding. The 
difference between more conventional forces and Special Forces is not defined based on the tasks 
they solve but on the qualities they possess [1]. Conventional forces and Special Forces can be asked 
to solve the same missions, but if there are special requirements in the assignment and the situation, it 
is usually the Special Forces that are given the task. For example, this can be an unconventional 
organization of the unit, flexible and fast execution of a specific mission or task, high risk, and so on. 
Spulak [1] states that it is not the missions that define special operations but rather the personnel. 
”Special operations are missions to accomplish strategic objectives where the use of conventional 
forces would create unacceptable risks due to Clausewitzian friction. Overcoming these risks requires 
special operations forces that directly address the ultimate sources of friction through qualities that are 
the result of the distribution of the attributes of special operations forces personnel” [1, p. 1]. 

Although the respondents in this study come from the Norwegian Army Special Forces Command 
(FSK in Norwegian), the results may also be relevant to the Norwegian Naval Special Forces (MJK in 
Norwegian), since both are subdivisions of the Norwegian Armed Forces Special Forces (NORSOF). 
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Both subdivisions are covered by the same universal Special Force theory and the same 
recommendations in the report Strategic Design for NORSOF 2025 [2]. 

The report Strategic Design for NORSOF 2025 aims at answering the problem formulation of how to 
design a Special Operations Force (SOF) to best serve Norway's security interests in 2025 [2]. This 
report claims that today's selection in the Norwegian Special Forces is already very effective, but that 
it can be improved by focusing on the attributes that help develop warrior diplomats. The report 
recommends increasing the focus on cognitive abilities, independence and interpersonal skills. Central 
to the selection are criteria that distinguish personnel with certain psychological attributes, personality 
traits and cognitive skills that contribute to successful mission accomplishment in unusual and 
demanding relationships [2]. ”It is the attributes of SOF themselves that matter (....) for SOF the most 
important attributes may not be physical capabilities but mental and psychological attributes” [1, p. 14]. 
An important dimension of these attributes is related to one’s values and character strengths. 
Character strengths are mental and psychological attributes which have been shown to play an 
important role in leadership, adaptability and achievement in military contexts [3,4,5]. Furthermore, 
previous studies have indicated that individual character strengths can predict success in selecting 
personnel into so-called high-risk organizations [6]. However, there is no research on which character 
strengths are particularly important to succeed in the Norwegian Army Special Forces. Thus, there is a 
need for this type of study, to help in selection and development processes in this unit.  

2 REQUIREMENTS FOR LEADERS IN THE SPECIAL FORCES 
A question often posed is who will succeed in leading others. A closer look at the personality factors 
has revealed that openness is the best predictor of maximum performance among military personnel 
[7]. In a study by Sosik and Megerian [8] the emotional intelligence and performance of leaders were 
investigated. They found that the correlations between the aspects of emotional intelligence, the 
leader’s behaviour, and the resulting performance varied as a function of the leader’s level of self-
awareness. A meta-analysis conducted by Picano, Roland, Rollins, and Williams examined 80 
personality and intelligence measures [9]. Picano et al. found that personality and general mental 
ability could account for only 15 % of the variance in ratings of the suitability of applicants for high-risk 
occupations. In contrast to more dispositional qualities of individuals, character strengths can be 
developed through increased vigilance and effort, and are a phenomenon that exists along with 
objectives, interests and values  [10].  

Leaders in the Special Forces community in Norway are educated in several different ways. Their 
education is dependent upon the level of leadership needed and the position they are supposed to 
fulfill. The education takes place internally in the units, through the Norwegian Armed Forces' basic 
officer schools, through a qualification course/basic officer course and through the various Norwegian 
Military Academies and through advanced officer education courses at the Norwegian National 
Defence University College. 
The Norwegian Armed Forces Joint Operational Doctrine from 2007 describes the leadership 
attributes of the Norwegian Armed Forces [11]. The Norwegian Armed Forces focus on the attributes 
of responsibility, identity, and expertise, and the core values of respect, responsibility and courage, to 
ensure that professional practitioners exercise their responsibility properly [11]. Since officers in the 
Norwegian special forces have typically gone to one of the military academies or a qualification 
course/basic officer course, this will be applicable to them as well. Furthermore, core values will be 
appropriate for any soldier, since they will unite everyone within the military profession and affect the 
actions of all soldiers [11]. 

Gayton and Kehoe [12] asked applicants to the Australian Army Special Forces to rank themselves on 
24 character strengths at the start of their selection process. The most frequently assigned character 
strength was integrity followed by teamwork, persistence and love of learning. Successful applicants 
assigned a top-four rank to teamwork significantly more often than unsuccessful applicants did. The 
likelihood of passing when teamwork was highly ranked was 2.6 times greater than without teamwork 
listed in the top ranks. Self-ratings of hardiness revealed no discernible differences between 
successful and unsuccessful applicants, either alone or in combination with the teamwork rankings. 
These results were largely consistent with the results of a previous study by Gayton and Kehoe [3] 
with a cohort of applicants for a different Australian Special Forces unit. In this study, applicants were 
asked to rank themselves on 24 character strengths at the beginning of their selection process. The 
successful applicants assigned their top ranks to the three character strengths of teamwork, integrity, 
and persistence. The applicants who did not include any of those three character strengths in their top 
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ranks all failed to complete the selection process. Successful and unsuccessful applicants did not 
differ on physical assessments and a written test. 

Through the Joint Special Operations University (JSOU), the United States Armed Forces have 
developed a competence model for Special Forces, but the model is also applicable to any Special 
Force Command [13]. Implicitly, this means that the same competence requirements are imposed on 
all special soldiers, regardless of whether you are a squad leader or team member. The model (see 
Fig. 1) shows four core values [14]. The model further shows six competence groups and 24 single 
competencies that the special soldier must possess to achieve the skills required to serve in a Special 
Forces unit. The core values are integrity, courage, creativity and competence. In this context, the 
term "competence" means possessing knowledge, skills and abilities that enable a person to solve 
one’s duties (meaning the 24 individual competencies).  

  
Figure 1. The JSOU leader competency model.  

A closer examination of the model reveals that the core values are the most important parts of the 
model. The four core values thus represent fundamental individual characteristics and are used to 
select personnel to the joint SOF community [14]. The rationale is that these core values are not 
subjects to be taught to personnel. Instead they are supposed to be inherent in the individuals before 
entering the Special Forces community. Without these core values serving as a common ground for all 
Special Forces personnel, developing and achieving the 24 individual competencies will be 
challenging. Three of the four core values in the model can be found in the well-known classification of 
virtues and character strengths by Peterson and Seligman from 2004 [15].  

3 CHARACTER STRENGTHS 
In 2004, Peterson and Seligman developed a classification of six virtues and 24 character strengths 
(see table 1) ubiquitously recognized and valued across cultures [15]. Research on their classification 
system has flourished over the past 10 years (see Niemiec [16], for an overview of the research). The 
six virtues – wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence – each have a 
corresponding set of character strengths, which serve as psychological ingredients or pathways to 
these virtues. In addition, each strength needs to meet most of the following ten criteria: “fulfilling, 
morally valued, does not diminish others, has non-felicitous opposites, trait-like, distinctive from other 
strengths, has paragons who exemplify it, has prodigies, selective absence of it in some situations, 
and has institutions/rituals to celebrate or express it.” [15, p. 12]. Table 1 is based on Peterson and 
Seligman (2004) [15] and on Nimiec [16].  
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Table 1.  An overview of the classification of virtues and character strengths. 

1. Wisdom and knowledge - cognitive strengths that entail the acquisition and use of 
knowledge    
Creativity [originality, adaptivity, ingenuity] 
Curiosity [interest, novelty-seeking, exploration, openness to experience] 
Open-mindedness [judgment, critical thinking, thinking things through] 
Love of learning [mastering new skills and topics, systematically adding to knowledge]  
Perspective [wisdom, providing wise counsel, taking the big picture view]  

2. Courage - emotional strengths that involve the exercise of will to accomplish goals in the 
face of opposition, external or internal  
Bravery [valor, not shrinking from fear, speaking up for what’s right] 
Persistence [perseverance, industriousness, finishing what one starts]  
Integrity [authenticity, honesty, speaking the truth, presenting oneself and acting in a genuine and 
sincere way] 
Vitality [zest, enthusiasm, vigor, energy, feeling alive and activated]  

3. Humanity - interpersonal strengths that involve tending and befriending others  
Love [valuing close relations with others, both loving and being loved, being close to people] 
Kindness [generosity, nurturance, care, compassion, altruistic love, niceness, helping others] 
Social intelligence [emotional intelligence, being aware of the motives/feelings of self/others] 

4. Justice - civic strengths that underlie healthy community life  
Teamwork [citizenship, social responsibility, loyalty, doing one’s share, working well as a team 
member] 
Fairness [just, treating all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice, not letting 
feelings bias decisions about others] 
Leadership [organizing group activities, encouraging a group to get things done and at the same 
time maintain good relations within the group] 

5. Temperance - strengths that protect against excess  
Forgiveness and mercy [accepting the shortcomings of others, giving people a second chance, not 
being vengeful] 
Humility/Modesty [letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves, not regarding oneself as 
more special than one is] 
Prudence [careful, cautious, not taking undue risks, not saying or doing things that might later be 
regretted] 
Self-regulation [self-control, discipline, controlling one’s appetites, impulses and emotions] 

6. Transcendence - strengths that forge connections to the larger universe and provide 
meaning  
Appreciation of beauty and excellence [awe, wonder, elevation, noticing and appreciating beauty, 
excellence and/or skilled performance in various domains of life]  
Gratitude [being aware and thankful for the good things that happen, feeling blessed] 
Hope [optimism, future-mindedness, future orientation, believing a good future is something that can 
be brought about] 
Humor [playfulness, liking to laugh and tease, bringing smiles to others, light-heartedness] 
Spirituality [religiousness, faith, having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and meaning of 
the universe] 

As previously mentioned, three of the four core values in the JSOU model (integrity, courage, and 
creativity) can be found in table 2. This indicates that there already exists an overlap between 
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Peterson and Seligmans [15] classification of virtues and character strengths from 2004 and the core 
values from the JSOU model. However, all the 24 character strengths cannot be of equal importance 
for military leaders in the Special Forces. Taking a closer look at conventional Norwegian military 
officers, several previous studies have shown that 12 character strengths have been identified as the 
most important for Norwegian conventional military officers [17-25]. 

4 PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON IMPORTANT CHARACTER STRENGTHS FOR 
NORWEGIAN MILITARY OFFICERS 

Previous research has revealed that certain character strengths are viewed as more important for 
military officers. Boe, Nilsen and Bang [23] found that experts and military employees agreed that 12 
out of the 24 character strengths defined by Peterson and Seligman [15] were the most important 
ones (leadership, integrity, persistence, bravery, citizenship, open-mindedness, social intelligence, 
self-regulation, creativity, fairness, love of learning, and perspective). Subsequent studies have 
supported this finding [17-25]. Although a clear picture emerges as to which character strengths 
conventional Norwegian military officers consider important, no previous study has investigated which 
character strengths Norwegian Special Forces leaders consider important. Since the nature of special 
operations is different from conventional operations, this might support the notion that this requires 
personnel with a different cluster of character strengths than personnel in conventional units. It is 
therefore interesting to investigate which character strengths leaders in a Norwegian Special Forces 
unit themselves consider to be most important. The research question in this study is therefore: Which 
character strengths are perceived as most important for military leaders to succeed in FSK?  

5 METHODOLOGY 

5.1 Participants  
The participants consisted of 27 experienced Special Forces military leaders from the Norwegian 
Armed Forces Special Command (FSK) including nine officers and 18 specialist officers. The purpose 
of this study was to identify which character strengths were considered important for military leaders in 
FSK. The respondents in the survey consisted of military leaders with special soldier education, who 
currently hold or have held the roles of squad leader, platoon second-in-command, platoon leader, 
squadron second-in-command or squadron leader.  

5.2 Materials and Procedure  
Participants were given a questionnaire [26] presenting an overview of Peterson and Seligmans [15] 
24 character strengths. A short definition of each of the character strengths was included in the 
questionnaire. The participants were requested to rate the importance of each character strength for a 
military leader on a scale ranging from 1 (“not important”) to 5 (“very important”). The higher the score 
that was given to a specific character strength, the more important this character strength would be 
considered to be. 

6 RESULTS 
Responses from the participants were analyzed using IBM SPSS 24.0. To differentiate between 
important and less important character strengths, a cut-off point of 4.00 was used in the analyses. A 
score of 4.00 or higher meant that the character strength would be “important” on a scale ranging from 
1 (not important) to 5 (very important).  

6.1 Analyses 
Table 2 below provides an overview of the answers the respondents gave to Peterson and Seligman's 
[15] 24 character strengths. The table reveals that respondents gave 15 of the 24 character strengths 
a score of 4.00 or higher. The most important character strengths were open-mindedness, integrity, 
teamwork, leadership, persistence, love of learning, courage, perspective, social intelligence, fairness, 
creativity, humility/modesty, curiosity, self-regulation and forgiveness/mercy. These character 
strengths represent five of the six core virtues into which the character strengths are categorized. 
Respondents view as particularly important five strengths within the virtue wisdom and knowledge, 
three strengths within the virtue courage, one strength within the virtue of humanity, three strengths 
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within the virtue justice and three strengths within the virtue temperance. The character strengths 
kindness, humor, vitality, hope, prudence, love, gratitude, appreciation of beauty and excellence and 
spirituality were all found to be less important. 

Table 2.  Mean values (MV) and standard deviations (SD) given to the 24 character strengths  
by the respondents from FSK (n=27). 

Character strength (Core Value) MV SD 
1. Open-mindedness (Wisdom and knowledge) 4.89 0.32 
2. Integrity (Courage) 4.85 0.36 
3. Teamwork (Justice) 4.81 0.40 
4. Leadership (Justice) 4.74 0.45 
5. Persistence (Courage) 4.67 0.48 
6. Love of learning (Wisdom and knowledge) 4.59 0.50 
7. Courage (Courage) 4.44 0.58 
8. Perspective (Wisdom and knowledge) 4.44 0.64 
9. Social intelligence1 (Humanity) 4.36 0.64 
10. Fairness (Justice) 4.33 0.73 
11. Creativity (Wisdom and knowledge) 4.30 0.54 
12. Humility/Modesty (Temperance) 4.26 0.71 
13. Curiosity (Wisdom and knowledge) 4.22 0.64 
14. Self-regulation (Temperance) 4.11 0.75 
15. Forgiveness/mercy (Temperance) 4.07 0.55 
16. Kindness (Humanity) 3.96 0.52 
17. Humor (Transcendence) 3.81 0.83 
18. Vitality (Courage) 3.74 0.76 
19. Hope (Transcendence) 3.67 0.78 
20. Prudence (Temperance)   3.56 0.75 
21. Love (Humanity) 3.48 0.89 
22. Gratitude (Transcendence) 3.48 0.80 
23. Appreciation of beauty and excellence (Transcendence) 3.22 0.85 
24. Spirituality (Transcendence) 1.70 0.87 

1N= 25  

Table 3 below gives an overview of the 15 most important character strengths that received a score of 
4.00 or higher. The 15 character strengths are sorted under their respective virtue according to 
Peterson and Seligmans [15] taxonomy of virtues and character strengths. The number after each 
character strength indicate their ranked importance from 1 to 15 based upon the ranking shown in 
table 2. 

Table 3.  The 15 most important character strengths with a score of 4.00 or higher sorted according to 
Peterson and Seligmans taxonomy of virtues and character strengths. 

 
WISDOM AND KNOWLEDGE         COURAGE         HUMANITY         JUSTICE         TEMPERANCE         TRANSCENDENCE 

Creativity (11)            Bravery (7)        Social              Teamwork (3)      Forgiveness  

                                                                                  Intelligence (9)                                  and mercy (15) 

Curiosity (13)              Persistence (5)                 Fairness (10)    Humility/Modesty (12) 

Open-mindedness (1)                       Integrity (2)                                  Leadership (4)    Self-regulation (14) 

Love of learning (6) 

Perspective (8) 
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As can be seen from table 3, one conclusion is that the core virtues wisdom and knowledge, courage, 
justice and temperance and their corresponding character strengths are considered as the most 
important among military leaders in the FSK. The virtue humanity is represented through only one 
character strength – social intelligence – and the virtue transcendence is not represented at all. 

Money, Hillenbrand, and Camara (2008) [27] found that character strengths most commonly 
expressed at work were in rank order the following: integrity, open-mindedness, perspective, fairness, 
persistence, love of learning, leadership, vitality, curiosity, and social intelligence. Except for vitality, 
nine of the character strengths also appeared on the list of the most important strengths for military 
leaders in the Special Forces. This lends credibility to the notion that there may exist several common 
character strengths that are perceived to be important in work situations, regardless of context.  

When comparing the most important character strengths for achieving success as a military officer in 
the Norwegian Army with the list of character strengths for succeeding as military leader in the Special 
Forces, the following two differences appear: 1) humility/modesty, curiosity and forgiveness/mercy 
appear on the Special Forces list, but not on the Norwegian Army list, and 2) open-mindedness is 
selected as the most important character strength in the Special Forces, while leadership is selected 
first in the Norwegian Army. In a Special Forces unit, curiosity as well as humility/modesty and 
forgiveness/mercy might simply be more important qualities due to the nature of the missions they 
carry out.   

One possible explanation for which of the character strengths that are selected as the most important 
might be that stricter requirements are imposed regarding command lines and roles in the Norwegian 
Army, compared to the Special Forces. In addition, respondents in the Special Forces are part of a 
fully professional system where all soldiers are employees with several years of service, while the 
Norwegian Army consists mainly of conscript soldiers and officers with fewer years of service. This 
means that stricter requirements are imposed on an individual's judgment in FSK, since leaders at all 
levels may potentially make a decision with larger political and military risk and strategic or operational 
effect [28]. In the Norwegian Army, this is not as likely since the Norwegian Army mainly operates at a 
tactical and an operational level. Therefore, it may be more important for leaders in the Norwegian 
Army to exercise good leadership with effects both up and down in the hierarchy. 

7 CONCLUSIONS 
The purpose of the present study was to identify which character strengths were considered 
particularly important for military leaders to succeed in the Norwegian Special Forces. The 
respondents consisted of 27 experienced Special Forces military leaders from the FSK. The results 
from the present study yielded much of the same results as previous studies [17-25]. Twelve of the 
same character strengths previously deemed important for Norwegian Army officers were also 
deemed important for the leaders from the FSK. Matthews claims that in terms of strengths of 
character there exists a “Band of Brothers” [29]. What is meant by this is that on an international level 
it seems that those in the military system rate the same top four character strengths as most 
important. On the other hand, humility/modesty, curiosity and forgiveness/mercy were also selected as 
important character strengths for the FSK leaders, but not for the conventional military officers in 
previous studies [17-25]. This may indicate that serving in a Special Forces unit might trigger the need 
for additional character strengths on top of the 12 previously chosen ones by military officers. This 
might have to do with the nature of special operations, and thus the personnel in these types of units, 
requiring a different mixture of character strengths in order to accomplish the given missions. This 
might also imply that being selected for and serving in a military Special Forces unit is a more 
demanding and complex process, because it requires a wider range of character strengths than 
previously identified. 

Our findings support, among other things, Spulak's view [1] that there is something unique about the 
personnel in the Special Forces. In this context, it may seem that our respondents consider that the 
military leaders in FSK should also possess attributes (character strengths) such as curiosity, 
forgiveness/mercy, and humility/modesty and this separates FSK leaders from officers in conventional 
forces.  

Future studies should examine to what extent officers in the Special Forces are characterized by other 
character strengths compared to officers in the Norwegian Army. In addition, studies should be made 
of the predictive validity of the 15 character strengths identified in this study, to see to what extent 
these character strengths predict different performance measures in Special Forces personnel.  
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