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“Intelligence plus character--that is the goal of true education.” Martin 
Luther King Jr.

Children need adults’ support and influence to learn to describe 
and put words to their feelings  and  to  develop  empathy [1,2].  
Interventions  and preventions studies show that social cognitive 
training programs, for example, influence children’s level of empathy 
in a positive direction [3] and that training in “stepping into the shoes 
of others” for a year improves children’s theory of mind [4]. Although 
not all studies consider gender when assessing the effect of different 
interventions, gender differences are relatively commonly accepted—
girls express and report higher levels of empathy compared to 
boys and empathy training has a greater impact on girls as well [3]. 
Interestingly, some theories suggest that children at certain age are 
not able to predict how others would react in certain situations 
[5]. Thus, it is important to design these types of interventions and 
preventions by taking into account both the age and gender of the 
child. Additionally, the development of a theory of mind is closely 
related to the development of character or what people make of 
themselves intentionally, their values, and goals [6]. It is our opinion 
that interventions at school should target the development of, besides 
empathy per se, character development. Here we first present a 
biopsychosociospiritual model of human personality, secondly, 
two interventions that are relatively common in Sweden for the 
development of children’s social and emotional skills and then detail a 
non-published study in which differences in character point to areas of 
development for interventions at schools.

Cloninger’s Biopsychosociospiritual Model of 
Personality

Character is one of two domains of personality in Cloninger’s 
biopsychosociospiritual model of personality. Character accounts for 
emotional regulation, that is, it stands for individuals’ sense of autonomy, 
responsibility, self-control, self-acceptance, helpfulness, cooperation, 
tolerance towards others, and a sense of belonging and meaningfulness 
greater than the self [6-8]. This system of self-government is organized 
around goals and values with regard to the self (i.e., self-directedness), 
others (i.e., cooperativeness), and something bigger than the self 
(i.e., self-transcendence). The second domain of personality is 
temperament, which comprises the system responsible for our likes and 
dislikes, that is, emotional reactions [6]. Temperament is divided in four 
dimensions (i.e., novelty seeking, harm avoidance, reward dependence, 
and persistence) that stand for emotions such as joy, sadness, fear, anger, 
and disgust. Cloninger’s model is a holistic model of personality that 
takes into account the body (i.e., temperament), the mind (i.e., self-
directedness and cooperativeness), and  the  psyche  or  soul  aspect  
of  personality (i.e.,  self-transcendence; see  Figure 1). Importantly, 
although both personality domains seem to be equally influenced 

Figure 1: Personality as a holistic view of the human being (i.e., body, mind, 
and soul). Reprinted with permission from C. R. Cloninger.

by genes (for a review see [9],) character changes over time, while 
temperament seems to remain relatively stable through the life span 
[10]. What is more, twin studies show that there is greater consistency, 
between findings among adolescents and adults samples, in the 
proportion of additive genetic effect to non-shared environmental 
effect with respect to temperament but not with respect to character. 
These results actually suggest a “shift” in type of environmental 
influence (i.e., shared to non-shared) from adolescence to adulthood 
with regard to character [11,12]. In other words, interventions targeting 
character might be more effective during adolescence. Interestingly, 
many psychiatric problems manifest between 9-12 years of age.

Popular Interventions in Swedish School Settings
In an explorative non-published pilot study, detailed below, 
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researchers investigated differences in personality among children who 
had participated in two specific types of interventions: Four Rooms 
of Change and EQ-workshop [13]. The Children’s Four Rooms of 
Change intervention is a method used to develop the children’s 
socio-emotional skills by allowing children to identify, express, and 
manage their feelings in front of the class. A self-assessment instrument 
predefines the four “rooms”: (1) Contentment, (2) Self-Censorship 
and Denial, (3) Confusion and Conflict, and (4) Inspiration and 
Renewal. However, the children are encouraged to label the “rooms” 
by themselves. Essentially, each child is asked to tell the class in which 
“room” she/he is in that specific day and moment. In that way, it is 
expected that children develop their emotional vocabularies in order 
to facilitate discussions about everyday emotional states. This increased 
awareness of own emotions and that of their peers is expected to 
reduce bullying behaviors (see http://www.fourroomsofchange.net.au/
tools-that-work-s.php). The other intervention is the EQ-workshop, 
which is a method developed around roll playing in which children are, 
for example, asked to collaborate in order to solve puzzles that involve 
body contact or to show if they agree or disagree to statements/actions 
in relevant moral dilemmas (e.g., a kid having a bad day at school) by 
moving from one place to another. The children are then encouraged 
to disseminate the way they thought about their decisions or way of 
solving the tasks (http://www.eqverkstan.se).

Results by Explorative Pilot Study
In this unpublished study Drugge  et al. [13], the three different 

schools, in the South of Sweden, that were chosen to participate were 
judged as similar to each other in relation to the socioeconomic status 
and cultural diversity. In addition, two of the schools conducted either 
the Four Rooms of Change or the EQ-workshop intervention among 
their pupils. The third school, the control group, did not conduct any 
official or explicit intervention for the children’s character development. 
As all schools in Sweden, however, this third school followed the 
guidelines from the curriculum established by the Swedish  National  
Agency  for  Education  (http://www.skolverket.se/om-skolverket/
andra-sprak-och-lattlast/in-english). The final sample was 29 boys 
and 26 girls (dropout is 12.70%). The biopsychosociospiritual model 
of personality was operationalized using the Junior Temperament 
and Character Inventory [14]. The instrument comprises 108 items that 
are answered using a binary scale (“yes” coded as 1, “no” coded as 0). 
Examples of items for each personality dimension are: “Sometimes even 
little things make me lose my temper” (novelty seeking), “When I try 
something new, I feel uncomfortable and nervous” (harm avoidance), 

“I usually cry when I see sad movies.” (reward dependence), “I try 
harder than other kids because I want to do my very best” (persistence), 
“I am the one who is responsible for what I do” (self-directedness), “I 
like to share what I have learned with other kids” (cooperativeness), 
and “I sometimes feel like living things are really connected” (self-
transcendence).

Boys and girls differed slightly only in one temperament dimension, 
namely, reward dependence and none of the character dimensions (see 
Table 1). No differences in personality were found between children 
from any of the schools. Interestingly, there was an interaction effect 
for character traits but not for temperament traits. In other words boys 
and girls from the  different  schools  seemed  to  have  the  same  or  
at  least  not  significantly  different temperamental dispositions, but 
they did differ in their ability to regulate their emotions. For example, 
compared to boys in the Four Rooms of Change, girls receiving this 
same intervention reported more self-acceptance, more self-control, 
being more goal-oriented (i.e., high self-directedness) and also being 
more tolerant, helpful, and empathic (i.e., high cooperativeness)- boys  
who  participated  in  the  EQ-workshop  intervention  scoring  the 
highest in self-directedness (Figure 2a) and girls in the control group 
scoring the highest in cooperativeness (Figure 2b). With respect to 
self-transcendence, boys in the control group scored higher than 
girls in the same group and girls in the EQ-workshop scored higher 
than boys receiving the same intervention. Nevertheless, boys in the 
control group were the ones who reported higher levels of spirituality, 
awareness, and more frequently experiencing flow compared to all other 
children in any of the interventions (i.e., self-transcendence; Figure 2c).

It is plausible to expect that children who participate in interventions 
that aim to develop empathy, collaboration, and self-awareness should 
show differences in character when compared to those children who 
are being educated under the common curriculum. Nevertheless, 
the study reviewed here was only a cross-sectional pilot study and the 
researchers did not aim to evaluate the interventions per se. The results, 
however, suggest that the biopsychosociospiritual model of personality 
developed by Cloninger seems to be useful to point at areas of 
development. What is more, this model of personality involves a holistic 
view of the human being and allows the investigation of personality 
as a non-linear dynamic system. That is, the study of an individual 
who is adapting to internal and external influences [15-18]. More 
recently, interventions on well-being coaching have been developed 
and are being tested in different settings (http://anthropedia.org). 

Table 1: Means and standard deviation (sd.) in temperament and character measured by the junior temperament and character inventory for boys and girls in the different 
interventions and the control group

Temperament

                 Four Rooms of Change Control EQ-workshop

                 Boys (n = 11)                           Girls (n = 9) Boys (n =12)             Girls (n =6) Boys (n =6)       Girls (n =11)

M Sd. M Sd. M Sd. M Sd. M Sd. M Sd.

Novelty Seeking 7.36 3.41 3.44 7.56 2.55 6.00 3.46 5.50 2.07 6.33 2.50 6.36

Harm Avoidance 7.27 3.92 3.00 7.11 3.69 7.75 3.91 8.67 3.01 5.50 3.39 9.00

Reward Dependence 3.55 2.05 1.75 5.33 1.94 3.50 2.32 4.83 2.23 3.83 1.33 4.27

Persistence 3.27 1.66 1.42 3.11 1.36 3.58 1.44 3.67 1.51 4.50 0.55 3.18

Character

Self-directedness 11.82 4.05 3.52 15.67 1.87 14.50 3.48 14.67 1.97 15.83 1.83 13.82

Cooperativeness 14.09 3.10 3.02 16.56 2.13 15.00 3.77 16.67 1.03 14.83 2.14 14.73

Self-transcendence 2.27 1.29 0.90 2.44 1.01 2.75 1.54 1.33 0.82 1.17 0.75 2.45

http://www.fourroomsofchange.net.au/tools-that-work-s.php
http://www.fourroomsofchange.net.au/tools-that-work-s.php
http://www.eqverkstan.se/
http://www.skolverket.se/om-skolverket/andra-sprak-och-lattlast/in-english
http://www.skolverket.se/om-skolverket/andra-sprak-och-lattlast/in-english
http://www.skolverket.se/om-skolverket/andra-sprak-och-lattlast/in-english
http://anthropedia.org/
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Estimated  Marginal Means of self-directedness
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Estimated  Marginal Means of Cooperativeness

Estimated  Marginal Means of self-transcedence

Gender
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Figure 2: Estimated marginal means in self-directedness (a), cooperativeness 
(b), and self- transcendence (c) among children in the two interventions and 
the control group. Note: Intervention 1 = Four Rooms of Change, Intervention 
2 = EQ-workshop.

This specific intervention targets character development and is based 
on evidence-based techniques centered around a ternary structure of  
character: self-directedness, cooperativeness, and  self-transcendence. 
Studies investigating its effect on well-being and sustainable personal 
development are now under development in Swedish settings.
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