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ABSTRACT
This study represents a large meta-analytic investigation of char
acter education studies. We identified 214 studies up until 2017 
(NTotal = 307,512) with at least one computable effect size compar
ing a character education program to a control condition. Initial 
analyses indicated a small, significant average positive effect for 
character education (g = 0.24, 95% CI [0.19, 0.28]). Single-session 
interventions and mentoring programs were associated with larger 
effects. However, all treatment lengths were associated with sig
nificant treatment effects, and the number of single-session inter
ventions was small. Three programs—Cognitive Problem-Solving, 
Kohlberg’s Moral Dilemma Discussion and Strong Kids—were asso
ciated with above-average effects in multiple assessments. 
Evidence emerged suggesting selection bias in published literature. 
Correcting this bias indicated lower estimates of mean effects while 
remaining positive and significant. We consider heterogeneity in 
reporting standards and discuss how to address biases.

KEYWORDS 
Meta-analysis; character 
education; social-emotional 
learning; selection bias

The implementation of interventions regarded as ‘character education’ has become increas
ingly widespread over the past few decades. A substantial corpus of research has emerged 
attempting to identify which interventions are most capable of optimizing youths’ positive 
outcomes (e.g., Berkowitz & Bier, 2007; Leming, 1993; Lickona & Davidson, 2005). 
Character education programs have additionally attracted substantial monetary support 
from a variety of private and public sources (Howard et al., 2004; Murphy, 2002; Sojourner, 
2012). Such investment necessitates evaluating whether these implementations have been 
effective, and the conditions under which positive effects emerge.

A small number of reviews of the character education literature have been completed. 
The largest attempt at a comprehensive review of this literature remains What Works in 
Character Education (WWCE) (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005, 2007). WWCE involved sum
marizing results from 33 programs across 69 publications. Though extremely influential 
in the ensuing years, WWCE also had its limitations. In particular, it focused on which 
aspects of character education were most consistently associated with significant positive 
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outcomes (i.e., what works?). The subsequent emergence of meta-analysis as the domi
nant approach to research synthesis prioritizes a different issue, i.e., the overall effective
ness of an intervention or class of interventions (i.e., does it work?).

A reanalysis of publications used in the WWCE project using meta-analytic methods 
found modest effect sizes, with a mean Hedge’s g of 0.33 (Johnson et al., in press). 
However, the body of literature underlying the WWCE project is now 15 years old and 
does not address results published after WWCE. Two meta-analyses including more 
recent studies are also available. One consisted of 11 studies published since WWCE that 
exclusively considered middle school/early adolescence; they found a mean d value of 
0.15 for academic variables, −0.20 for behavior (suggesting greater deterioration in 
students receiving character education), and 0.26 for perceptual variables (Diggs & 
Akos, 2016). This analysis did not provide an overall mean effect but weighting these 
values by the number of outcome variables in each category generates a mean d of .04. 
Another review indicated mean d values between 0.24 and 0.28 across various subsets of 
52 articles with students from pre-kindergarten to college freshman levels (Jeynes, 2017).

The present research builds on the work of Johnson et al. (in press), presenting a meta- 
analytic review of the character education literature through 2017. This year was the start 
of data collection of the publication pool, implicating 2017 an effective cut-off date. This 
study incorporates both those studies identified from the WWCE literature search as 
accessible to meta-analytic techniques in this meta-analysis, as well as literature that has 
emerged after WWCE was completed. We further considered possible moderators of 
effect sizes, including the content of the interventions and their outcomes, selection bias, 
and study quality. These analyses serve the original WWCE goals of identifying which 
components of character education may be most effective at eliciting positive outcomes 
in a more extensive and contemporary context.

Defining character and character education

Character refers to the extent a person is motivated to and habitually thinks and behaves 
in prosocial ways. Behaviors and attitudes thought indicative of character typically 
contribute to the functioning of a social community. This allows for a very broad array 
of outcomes (e.g., nonviolence and abstinence from drugs) to be considered for inclu
sion, and the WWCE project did not restrict the domain of outcomes so long as they 
were considered socially valued at one end of the continuum or the other and were 
potentially indicative of character.

This inclusiveness has led to defining an intervention as character education being 
described as a ‘semantic minefield’ for researchers (Berkowitz & Bier, 2014, p. 249). 
A definition of character education consensually satisfying researchers has proven difficult, 
as there are differing opinions on what should constitute character education and myriad 
features researchers find to be central to its definition (Berkowitz, 2021; Lapsley & Narváez, 
2006; McGrath et al., in press; Williams, 2000). Character has been conceptualized as 
a complex, dynamic, multidimensional psychological construct encompassing moral, intel
lectual, self-regulatory, and civic functioning (Shields, 2011), with particular emphasis being 
placed on the moral domain (Berkowitz et al., 2017; Lickona & Davidson, 2005). There is 
a wide array of attempts to define character. Character.org defines it as the composite of 
cognitive, emotional/motivational, and behavioral characteristics in service of core ethical 
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values. From a virtue ethics perspective, character may be defined as the composite of 
virtues (Wright et al., 2020). More limited definitions of character consider performance 
character elements that promote school success (e.g., grit and curiosity; Tough, 2012). 
Recognizing the variability of definitions, we choose to define it as the whole set of 
psychological characteristics motivating and enabling one to operate as an effective member 
of society, to flourish intellectually, to strive for excellence, and to serve as a moral agent.

Substantial variability also exists in the strategies used to nurture the development of 
character, further muddying the definition (McGrath, 2018). Although some character 
education programs are pedagogical, others focus on peer relationships and community 
involvement, while still others emphasize mentorship. The WWCE project included pro
grams employing a variety of interventions, including teaching core values, prosocial beha
viors, socio-emotional reasoning, and conflict resolution (Berkowitz & Bier, 2007). As 
WWCE and the present study aimed to be inclusive of programs intended to promote 
a broad conception of character, character education was defined as any program intended to 
foster positive student development (see Berkowitz & Bier, 2005, 2007; Berkowitz et al., 2017). 
According to this approach, youth development programs can be considered character 
education if they target some aspect of social investment, including moral values, socio- 
moral reasoning, knowledge of ethical issues, moral emotional competencies, or moral 
identity; behavioral competencies such as conflict resolution skills; and/or characteristics 
that support prosocial behavior. One of the few restrictions on range implemented by 
WWCE was limiting settings to kindergarten through high school, so this restriction was 
carried forward into the present study.

Current study

Prior meta-analyses specific to character education have had relatively limited focus. The 
current meta-analysis was intended as the most extensive to date on the topic, including 
examination of the relationship between interventions and across a range of options. In 
particular, the present review includes about four times as many studies as the largest 
existing meta-analyses, and slightly more than the widely cited and influential meta- 
analysis of social emotional learning studies (Durlak et al., 2011). Building on the 
WWCE-specific meta-analysis reported by Johnson et al. (in press), the current study 
offers an extension of that piece of research.

Method

Search strategy

Searching occurred in three separate stages referred to as the WWCE and the post- 
WWCE stages (see Figure 1 for the PRISMA diagram for both stages). This project 
started in 2017, which served as the basis for our last year for consideration in the 
analysis. The WWCE stage resulted in 64 studies through 2004 that were part of 
a preliminary analysis intended to provide a meta-analytic complement to WWCE 
(Johnson et al., in press). The initial search for the post-WWCE stage was conducted 
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in two steps. The authors of the WWCE subsequently reviewed the literature for the years 
1999–2014; the period overlapped with the original WWCE search to identify any 
references missed in the WWCE stage.

Results were further augmented by a search covering the period 2014–2017, the year in 
which the project started. Terms used for the two post-WWCE searches are in Appendix 
A. Because of differences in access to databases, the first two searches focused on the 
Ebscohost databases (Education Full Text, Educational Administration Abstracts, ERIC, 
PsycINFO, and Social Work Abstracts) and PubMed. The Ebscohost set of databases was 
not available for the 2014–2017 search, so that search included ERIC, Education Source, 
PubMed, Social Work Abstracts, and PsycINFO. This search resulted in studies that were 
peer-reviewed or served as theses and dissertations to be indexed by these databases.

As described by Johnson et al. (in press), the WWCE stage began with identification of 
64 studies out of 113 sources that met the following conditions:

(1) Studies must have evaluated a program that met the broad definition of character 
education provided above.

(2) It was implemented in a kindergarten to grade 12 setting.
(3) It focused on a general or ‘at-risk’ student population; studies focusing on 

populations with identified special needs (e.g., children with behavioral disorders) 
were excluded.

(4) The study involved a control condition.
(5) The research was quantitative and allowed computation of at least one standar

dized mean difference between groups.

Results from the two post-WWCE searches were combined, resulting in an initial 
pool of 10,259 new citations. As outlined in Figure 1, a final list of 340 references was 
reviewed by two graduate students for compliance with the inclusionary criteria 

Figure 1. PRISMA chart describing selection of articles from WWCE and post-WWCE collections for 
inclusion.

4 M. BROWN ET AL.



described above. This resulted in a post-WWCE pool of 150 articles. Combined with 
the 64 studies from the initial meta-analyses, the result was 214 studies for the present 
meta-analysis.

Data extraction

Data were extracted for each study by two graduate students and discrepancies subse
quently resolved by one of the authors. In addition to outcome statistics, potential 
moderators were also extracted, including the length of the program, program variables, 
program targets, program components, and types of outcomes. The moderators recorded 
are listed in Appendix B. We also rated each study on eight indicators of study quality 
based on the Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions standards 
(Higgins & Green, 2011). Raters classified each study as demonstrating a high, unclear, or 
low risk of poor quality (see Table 1).

General analytic strategy

We included all comparisons between groups from the 214 studies for which computa
tion or estimation of a standardized mean difference was possible. For the entire set of 
214 studies, 2,472 analyses were extracted, for an overall mean of 11.60 analyses per 
study.

We generated most meta-analytic results using Comprehensive Meta-Analysis, 
Version 3.0 (Borenstein et al., 2013). The first step involved computing an estimate of 
Cohen’s d for each analysis. For the majority of analyses (79%), the original authors 

Table 1. Indicators for research quality.
Quality Indicator Rating of Threat (with number of studies in each category)

Randomization High: Non-random assignment (82)
Unclear: Method of assignment not adequately described (1)
Low: Random assignment by student, class, or school (131)

Providers Blind High: Personnel know which treatment participants would receive (180)
Unclear: Issue not addressed (32)
Low: Personnel did not know treatment before study enrollment (2)

Assessors Blind High: Personnel aware of treatment group (125)
Unclear: Issue not addressed (56)
Low: Personnel unaware of treatment group (33)

Attrition High: Different rates of incomplete data across groups ignored in analysis (20)
Unclear: Incomplete data not discussed (89)
Low: Effect of incomplete data addressed in some way (105)

Selective Reporting High: Clear evidence some results (groups, measures) not reported (8)
Unclear: Issue not addressed (124)
Low: Authors indicate all groups and measures are included (82)

Possible Contamination High: Multiple treatments administered in same school or class (34)
Unclear: Different treatments administered in different classes of same school (57)
Low: Researchers apply different treatments in different schools (123)

Failure to Check for 
Treatment Fidelity

High: Researchers provide no evidence of evaluating fidelity in treatment (31)
Unclear: Fidelity evaluation may not have been adequate (80)
Low: Researchers described methods of addressing fidelity (103)

Failure to Check for Reliability High: Researchers provide no evidence for considering reliability of measures (17)
Unclear: Inconsistent evaluation of measures (38)
Low: Some effort made to ensure reliability for reported measures (159)

Note. Values in parentheses indicate the number of studies receiving that rating.
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either provided an estimate of d themselves or means and standard deviations from 
which we computed d. Another 10% were based on rates or odds ratios for dichotomous 
outcomes rather than dimensional outcomes. These were converted to an estimated 
standardized mean difference using the log odds ratio (Hasselblad & Hedges, 1995). 
The other 11% of effect sizes were estimated from an inferential statistic (t or F) or 
another effect size (e.g., a regression coefficient).

Statistical decisions were consistent with those described by Johnson et al. (in press). 
In instances where t or F values were used in a cluster randomized trial and were not 
analyzed using mixed models or a similar strategy that corrected for clustering, the 
significance test value was corrected per Hedges and Hedberg (2007) Eq. 5. Except 
when computed from a t or F value, which had already been adjusted, standardized 
mean differences and standard errors were then corrected for clustering bias (Eq. 18.19 
and 18.20; Hedges, 2009). When correcting for participant clustering (Hedges, 2007), the 
intraclass correlation coefficient was always assumed to be .15. This value is consistent 
with prior studies examining group effects in educational settings (Hedges & Hedberg, 
2007; Schochet, 2008; What Works Clearinghouse, 2014). d values that exceeded the top 
and bottom 2.5% were winsorized and the standard error was recomputed. This resulted 
in adjustment of 124 d values. Random effects meta-analysis of final d and standard error 
estimates was then used to generate a mean Hedge’s g for each study, and the set of 
studies as a whole. This was the appropriate meta-analytic model given the combination 
of student demographics, interventions, and outcome variables, suggesting the studies 
should be considered a mix of treatment populations.

Results

Sample characteristics and descriptive statistics

The 214 studies included a total of 307,512 participants. Among studies reporting ethnic 
composition of the sample, 40.2% of studies had predominantly White participants, 
16.8% of studies reported a majority Black sample, and 7.9% of studies included pre
dominantly Hispanic participants. Samples on average were 49.8% girls (range = [0, 
100]), and 53% of participants were eligible for free/reduced-cost lunch. Most studies 
reporting a type of community took place in an urban environment (26% of studies), 
while 10% occurred in a suburban environment and 3% were rural; however, most were 
unclear or used multiple sites. The average age of students was 11.12 years across studies 
providing a mean (range = [5, 18]).

The average number of schools from which data were collected for each study was 
16.78 (range = [1, 153]). The most common venue for distributing the intervention was 
the classroom (62%), while 20% of programs were schoolwide. Only seven were offered 
as after-school programs, and these were offered to students on an individual basis. 
Random assignment of clusters occurred in 61% of studies. Only 30% of studies in 
which administration was clustered used mixed models for statistical analysis of the 
results.

A positive point-biserial correlation emerged between year of publication and use of 
statistics correcting for clustering (r = .29). This suggests increased use over time; no 
study corrected for student clusters until 1997. In the subsequent 21 years, there were 
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only seven years when the majority of articles included correction for non-independence 
in the computation of significance tests. In cases where significance tests were not 
corrected, correction of t values for clustering were reduced by an average of 44%. This 
represents an issue of continuing misrepresentation of results in this literature.

There were 152 distinct youth intervention programs across the 214 studies. Appendix 
B lists the program attributes, targets, methods, and outcome variables that we coded, 
and the percent of studies or analyses (for outcome variables) fitting each category. Note 
that variables listed were not exclusive of each other.

Primary analyses

For an initial estimate of effect size, we generated a single mean effect for each study by 
aggregating across subgroups, experimental interventions, outcome measures, and out
come measurement points. These were then averaged after weighting each study effect by 
its inverse variance estimate. The result was a small but significant effect, g = 0.24, SE = 
0.02, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.19, 0.28]. Knapp-Hartung-Sidik-Jonkan correction for 
heterogeneity (IntHout et al., 2014) resulted in no change in these values. This finding 
replicates the main conclusion by Johnson et al. (in press) using a subset of the present 
studies: character education as a broad umbrella concept has a small, positive influence 
on average on character outcomes in the K-12 setting. However, the prediction interval 
was [−0.22, 0.69]. This interval reflects the best estimate of the range of effects across the 
populations included in the random effects meta-analysis. The inclusion of negative 
values in this interval suggests that in some settings examined there is risk of overall 
deleterious outcomes for some interventions.

Heterogeneity was apparent across studies, Q(213) = 891.36, p < .001. The I2 suggested 
24% of variability was due to sampling error, 76% due to variability in treatment effects 
across populations. The standard deviation of population effects was estimated at τ = 
0.23. The addition of more articles seems to have resulted in less variability than was 
reported by Johnson et al. (in press), and less variability than appears typical in meta- 
analyses (Linden & Hönekopp, 2021).

Moderation analyses

We conducted moderation analyses to determine the extent to which various factors 
influenced these reported effects (see Appendix B). A significant outcome emerged for 
program length, F(3, 203) = 17.69, p < .001, ηp

2 = .194. Pairwise contrasts across the four 
levels indicated single-session interventions were associated with a significantly larger mean 
effect than programs of any greater duration, and programs of no more than one week or 
one month duration were associated with a significantly larger mean effect than longer 
programs. There were also significant effects suggesting programs that incorporated ele
ments outside school or focused on moral sentiments were associated with significantly 
lower mean effects. However, in both cases simultaneous regression with the length variable 
eliminated these effects, suggesting that they tended to be associated with longer programs. 
The omnibus test for the four mentoring options was not significant, but pairwise contrasts 
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indicated programs incorporating mentors had better outcomes than programs offering no 
mentoring. This effect remained significant even when controlling for program length. No 
other pairwise contrasts for mentoring were significant.

It should be noted that only seven studies examined single-session programs, necessi
tating cautious interpretation of the findings for unusually brief programs. However, the 
consistent finding that programs of more than one month were associated with smaller 
effects than programs of briefer durations suggests concerns about the relative effective
ness of long-term programs. Table 2 provides effect sizes. It is also noteworthy that all 
four means were significantly greater than zero, indicating that programs of any length 
on average had positive impacts.

Particularly given the presence of negative values in the prediction interval, it was 
considered important to evaluate program as a moderator. However, 130 of 152 pro
grams were the focus of only one study meeting our criteria for inclusion. Only 14 
programs were the focus of three or more investigations, which could be considered 
a bare minimum for considering a finding to have been reliably demonstrated:

● Child Development Project,
● Drug Abuse Prevention Intervention,
● Good Behavior Game,
● Interpersonal Cognitive Problem Solving,
● KiVa,
● Kohlberg’s Moral Development,
● Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies,
● Positive Action,
● School-Wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports,
● Seattle Social Development Project,
● Second Step,
● Strong Kids,
● Teen Outreach,
● and Transition Project.

This lack of replication limited our ability to draw conclusions about specific pro
grams. Given the practical and financial difficulty in conducting each individual study 
multiple times, this limitation is unsurprising. In all 14 cases, the mean effect was 
positive. Significance tests were under-powered, so the 68 studies in which one of these 

Table 2. Mean effect sizes for significant moderators.
Moderator k Mean g SE

Program Length
1 Session 7 0.86 0.41
< 1 Week 14 0.35 0.13
< 1 Month 118 0.25 0.03
> 1 month 68 0.14 0.02
Mentoring
None 129 0.21 0.02
Formal Mentor 25 0.39 0.11

Note. k = # of studies. All means are significantly different than zero, 
p < .05. A full list of moderators is available in Appendix B.
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14 programs was evaluated were combined. The mean effect size was g = 0.29, SE = 0.04, 
p < .001, 95% CI = [0.20, 0.37], slightly higher than the mean effect overall. In reviewing 
these programs, however, we noted an important cause for caution. For 5 of the 14 
programs, all studies seem to have been generated by a single research group as indicated 
by overlap in the list of authors. This allows for the possibility that effect sizes are larger 
than would be seen in other settings due to allegiance effects (Hollon, 1999). Of the 
remaining nine where at least one study had no overlapping authors with other evalua
tions, six (Child Development Project, Good Behavior Game, Promoting Alternative 
Thinking Strategies, School-Wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 
Second Step, and Transition Project) were associated with mean effects <0.20. In contrast, 
Interpersonal Cognitive Problem-Solving was associated with a mean g of 1.10, 
Kohlberg’s moral development with a mean of 0.50, and Strong Kids with a value of 
0.33, suggesting the strongest evidence available among the tested programs.

We also examined the mean effect at posttest (upon program completion) versus measure
ments at follow-up periods. The mean effect at posttest was 0.26. This dropped to 0.17 for 
follow-ups, suggesting immediate effects on average were larger than delayed effects.

Finally, we classified studies as high- and low-quality based on our assessment of study 
quality through the eight indicators of bias (see Table 1), arbitrarily considering a study 
to be of higher quality when the number of ratings of low risk of some bias in the design 
exceeded the number of ratings of high risk by at least four (k = 33). For those studies 
deemed as higher quality, the overall positive effect was smaller but still significant, g = 
0.17, SE = 0.04, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.08, 0.25].

Selection bias

We also considered the degree to which selection bias influenced our reported findings. 
Both Kendall’s tau (.23) and Egger’s regression intercept (0.79) were significant, indicat
ing evidence of selection bias. The asymmetrical nature of the funnel plot also offered 
evidence of selection bias (see Figure 2). There were a number of studies with mean 
effects >1.0 even with winsorizing and none with a mean effect < −0.25. Correcting for 
this effect using the trim-and-fill method (Duval & Tweedie, 2000) reduced the estimated 
mean effect to 0.11 with a 95% CI = [0.06, 0.15]. However, concerns have been raised 
about the accuracy of the trim-and-fill method in the presence of heterogeneity across 
populations (Schwarzer et al., 2010).

Vevea and Hedges (1995) described a general linear model that allows for the 
computation of a likelihood ratio test evaluating the null hypothesis of no bias based 
on the distribution of mean p values across studies, as well as estimation of the mean 
effect size in the absence of selection bias. The final 2,472 d value estimates and 
corresponding sampling variances were used for this analysis. Analyses were conducted 
using the weightr package in R (Coburn & Vevea, 2019). The likelihood ratio test was 
significant, χ2(df = 13) = 1787.55, p < .001, again suggesting significant evidence of bias.

This approach also allows for presetting the distribution of the p intervals, and Vevea 
and Woods (2005) suggested reasonable estimates for setting these distributions. Based 
on the assumption of moderate selection bias in favor of the low tail of the p distribution 
(significant outcomes), the estimated mean effect was reduced to 0.11, the same value 
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suggested by the trim and fill method. These analyses were repeated using the mean effect 
from studies, and with Hedges’ g values, with similar results. Tests of selection bias were 
consistently positive and suggested the potential for substantial bias in the results.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to provide a substantial meta-analytic investigation of the 
effectiveness of character education across an inclusive, and broadly defined, array of 
interventions. These findings specifically build upon the original WWCE project 
(Berkowitz & Bier, 2007), which only considered interventions deemed effective, by con
sidering the presence of null and negative findings to afford researchers a more accurate 
understanding of character education as a field. In analyzing these 214 studies, interven
tions demonstrated an overall positive impact, with a mean effect size of g = 0.24. Though 
such an effect is considered small by widely accepted statistical conventions (e.g., Cohen, 
1988), in contexts of large populations such effects can be quite important. For example, 
previous research indicated that the effect of aspirin on prevention of heart attacks is 
markedly less than this, but across the entire at-risk population represents an important 
intervention (Rosenthal, 1990). It may also speak to the overall difficulty in implementing 
character education programs effectively (see Prentice & Miller, 1992). Most importantly, 
given the broad range of quality and types of character education, and the variability in 
evaluation methods and particular outcome assessments, it would be expected that there is 
also a broad range in actual effectiveness and ability to measure effects, thus generating 
a pool of outcome research studies both expected to and not expected to demonstrate 
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Figure 2. Funnel plot of studies included in the meta-analysis.

10 M. BROWN ET AL.



significant implementation impacts. Finding an overall significant effect becomes even 
more meaningful, despite this variability. At the same time, the focus on published studies 
creates the possibility that even this small effect exaggerates the true mean effect.

This overall value is comparable in magnitude with previously reported effects for 
character education and social-emotional learning programs. It is better than the mean of 
.04 Diggs and Akos (2016) reported for 11 studies and is consistent with the range of 
point estimates ([0.24, 0.28]) reported by Jeynes (2017). The latter is more consistent with 
the present study in terms of scope (including elementary and high-school students) and 
number of studies, so probably represent more defensible representations of the char
acter education literature in general. Meta-analyses investigating school-based social- 
emotional learning programs have suggested that effects for those programs are larger 
when the outcome measure is a measure of social-emotional skills. For all other outcomes 
(e.g., attitudes and behavior), the effects of social-emotional learning programs are 
largely equivalent to those reported in the present review at both post-test (Durlak 
et al., 2011) and follow-up (Taylor et al., 2017).

However, the finding that some studies were associated with overall negative effects, as 
well as the inclusion of negative values in the prediction interval, raises the caution that 
character education can sometimes be a deleterious undertaking. WWCE (Berkowitz & 
Bier, 2007) reported finding a small number of studies (programs) that had iatrogenic 
effects but given that that project focused on ‘what works,’ those studies were excluded 
from analysis. In particular, in the present study none of the 21 studies of programs 
lasting less than one week was associated with a negative mean g value. In contrast, there 
were 22 instances where a program longer than one week had deleterious effects on 
average (12%). Unfortunately, most character education programs were the focus of only 
one study, making it difficult to identify programs that are reliably harmful or reliably 
superior, given the relative infrequency in implementing and/or assessing various pro
grams due to various budgetary and practical restraints.

We also found 43% of studies that examined clusters of students analyzed the results as if 
all participants were independent. This is an incorrect analytic strategy, one that increases 
the likelihood of Type I errors (detecting a difference from control in the absence of 
a difference). It is very likely that the number of significant hypothesis tests is inflated in 
a substantial portion of character education programs (Hedges & Hedberg, 2007). We urge 
the use of mixed models analyses correcting for cluster effects in all studies that randomize 
participants in clusters. The estimation of the clustering effect in every study will also allow 
future meta-analyses to use study-specific values for those effects rather than the generic 
value of .15 used in the present review.

Issues with selection bias

The results also highlight some important issues in this literature, particularly the troubling 
evidence of selection bias. Given the effort needed to mount a comparative study of the 
effectiveness of character education, the finding from this analysis that character education 
is generally associated with positive effects, and the likelihood of obtaining significance 
considering the large samples available to educational researchers and the neglect of 
correction for clustering, we suspect this bias is not largely a function of the so-called ‘file 
drawer problem’ (Rosenthal, 1979), the tendency not to pursue publication in response to 
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failing to obtain significant results. More likely, though, the finding primarily reflects 
a tendency towards opportunistic biases in the conduct of the research (DeCoster et al., 
2015). Such biases could include selectively omitting outcomes that contradict the desired 
conclusion, ad hoc addition of covariates or moderators to achieve significance, and 
modifying hypotheses to match post hoc analyses that proved significant (Simmons et al., 
2011). Even if publication bias is not a significant issue in the character education literature, 
selection bias in the presentation of findings seems to be.

Our efforts to correct for these biases still suggest character education is effective, but 
the true mean effect for character education could be substantially lower than our best 
single estimate of 0.24. Recent work on replicability of research suggests this issue of 
overestimation of effect sizes is potentially widespread and not specific to character 
education research (e.g., Fraser et al., 2018; John et al., 2012; Simmons et al., 2011). We 
thus recommend future researchers interested in character education employ newly 
emerging best practices, including pre-registration of study designs, variables, and 
hypotheses (Nosek et al., 2018, 2019) and transparency statements that one has reported 
all experimental manipulations and variables (Simmons et al., 2011).

Moderation effects

Though we tested a large variety of potential moderators, length of mentorship was the only 
one that merited interpretation beyond the moderation analyses. That is, one-shot or very 
brief interventions were associated with substantially larger mean effects than longer 
interventions. One possible explanation for this finding was noted above, that (for whatever 
reason) longer interventions run a greater risk of deleterious outcomes. Another possibility 
is that brief programs may be better controlled, reducing the potential for other factors or 
statistical noise to dampen the effect. Alternatively, this may be an example of the economic 
principle of diminishing returns: shorter interventions may afford researchers the oppor
tunity to detect transitory state-level changes that are not enduring and most germane to 
specific targeted outcomes that may be less generalizable outside of the experimental setting 
(Duncan et al., 2007). This interpretation is consistent with the trend across the four length 
groups towards smaller mean effects. It is also important to remember that the mean effects 
for all four lengths of treatment were significant, so on average there is reason to believe 
character education is helpful no matter what the length. Nonetheless, our discussion of this 
possibility remains speculative and warrants additional research in understanding the 
longevity of intervention effects.

Attempts to draw conclusions about the effectiveness of individual programs were 
hampered by the lack of replication efforts, and by the even rarer instances of replication 
across research teams. Ours seems to be the first study to raise issues of the need for 
greater replication efforts in the study of character education. The widespread practice of 
conducting a single investigation of a program undermines efforts at creating 
a cumulative science of character education intervention. Despite the limitations of the 
available literature, we were able to conclude that three programs—Cognitive Problem- 
Solving, Strong Kids, and the Kohlberg Moral Development program—generated mean 
effects that were particularly strong across multiple research groups. The paucity of 
replication studies also made it impossible to evaluate whether effectiveness of specific 
programs varied across levels of the moderator variables.
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In terms of study quality, the average study was judged low on 3.4 threats to study 
quality and high on 2.3 threats. The most common high-risk finding was lack of 
blindness in the treatment providers (84% of studies), which is a ubiquitous limitation 
in all psychosocial intervention research. However, 58% were also judged as failing to 
ensure blindness in assessors, while limitations in random assignment to treatment was 
evident in 38% of studies. Of course, practical considerations (e.g., outcomes are only 
available from treatment providers or participants, or the conditions under which 
schools agree to participate negates the possibility of random assignment) can often 
render it impossible for a program to mitigate these risks. When considering only studies 
with a balance of experimental rigor, the overall effect shrank but remained significant.

Limitations and future directions

The current study has several limitations that future research may be able to address. 
First, a primary interest in this work was to minimize the number of low-quality studies 
in character education by considering only those with adequate rigor, so we largely 
excluded unpublished findings (see Cooper, 2003, for a critique of this view). Famously, 
Lipsey and Wilson (1993) found unpublished effects on average were only 2/3 the size of 
published effects. We also were limited to studies published in English, which could 
represent a cultural bias in our findings. It remains possible that our conceptualization of 
character education literature may be rather homogeneous and less sensitive to varying 
definitions (McGrath et al., in press). These results could represent what cross-cultural 
psychologists regard as a WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and 
Democratic) definition of character education that might not represent the majority of 
the world’s population (e.g., Henrich et al., 2010). Variability does exist cross-culturally 
in terms of what constitutes character and how character is conceptualized (McGrath & 
Brown, 2020). Although many interventions could target more communal traits, differ
ent definitions of communality and flourishing may exist within collectivistic societies 
compared to interventions that may have more individualistic bases behind them in 
Western cultures (Cai et al., 2011; Markus & Kitayama, 2010).

Even within the U.S., several cross-cultural differences exist that lead to region-specific 
values for engaging others. For example, the ‘Culture of Honor’ in the American South 
emphasizes ingroup loyalty (Brown, 2022; Brown et al., 2021). The aggressive response 
toward those who have affronted a man’s honor is viewed as a moral imperative (see 
Cohen et al., 1996). Such viewpoints could be at odds to other regions within the country 
and may point to considerable variability on a regional basis. Different conceptualiza
tions of which behaviors constitute character could influence the effectiveness of inter
ventions of specific outcomes. A future investigation would benefit from addressing the 
U.S. studies in identifying potential within-country differences.

Endemic to science is an additional lack of access to unpublished findings, results 
in technical reports that have not been peer-reviewed, or work in other languages. 
A replication of this research would benefit from soliciting data from these sources 
specifically. Furthermore, the time necessary to conduct this analysis with its onset 
cut-off date of 2017 requires consideration of further character education studies 
published following 2017.
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Another critical limitation emerges in the low number of high-quality studies. With 
this meta-analysis’s goal of providing an exhaustive overview of previous findings, it 
becomes problematic for researchers to make broad generalizations of the reported 
effects when only 33 studies could be deemed high-quality. Meta-analytic investigators 
cannot control the quality of studies in the extant literature, but we hope that future 
syntheses of the literature can identify a larger group of high-quality studies. 
Additionally, this approach is entirely quantitative and necessarily requires complemen
tary analyses to provide a wider scope of character education in various outcomes. Future 
research would benefit from conducting broad-level analyses of qualitative data to 
understand additional nuance in these outcomes.

Conclusion

Character education has become a widespread set of interventions designed to improve 
positive outcome for youth. This popularity necessitates careful evaluation of whether and 
to what extent these interventions are indeed effective. The current meta-analysis provides the 
largest evidence base to date for the potential effectiveness of character education, while 
highlighting various limitations in the available literature. We hope this will spark more 
rigorous investigations of this important component of non-cognitive education going 
forward.

Note

Data and materials for this meta-analysis are available through Supplemental Data and at: https:// 
osf.io/t3z6c/
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Appendix A

Search Terms

WWCE Search

school OR evaluation OR intervention OR program OR and project as well as terms such as 
prosocial OR virtues OR values education OR moral education OR civics education OR ethics OR 
school culture OR school climate OR social and emotional

1999–2014 Search

(non-cognitive OR noncognitive OR prosocial OR values education OR social and emotional OR 
SEL OR socioemotional OR socio-emotional OR character education OR peace education OR 
character strengths OR school climate OR school culture OR virtues OR positive psychology OR 
moral education) NOT ethics AND (school* OR education) AND (evaluation OR evaluat* OR 
intervention OR program OR project)

Limiters were also set for databases as follows:

● ERIC: Education level: elementary education, elementary secondary education, grade 1 to 12, 
high schools, middle schools, primary education, and secondary education; Language: English
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● PsychINFO: Age groups: school age, adolescence; Methodology: Empirical study; Language: 
English; Population: human

● PubMed: Article Types: Clinical Trial; Evaluation Studies; Meta-Analysis; Randomized Control 
Trial; Systematic Review; Ages: Child; Adolescent; Species: Human; Languages: English

● Ebscohost (general): academic journals and dissertations
2014–2017 Search

(non-cognitive OR noncognitive OR prosocial OR values education OR social and emotional OR 
SEL OR socioemotional OR socio-emotional OR character education OR peace education OR 
character strengths OR school climate OR school culture OR virtues OR positive psychology OR 
moral education) NOT ethics AND (school* OR education) AND (evaluation OR evaluate* OR 
intervention OR program OR project)

Appendix B

Proposed Moderators

Moderators without description were yes-no judgments. Percentages represent the number of 
each category or the number of yes judgments for moderators without descriptions.

Program Attributes
● Length
○ One session (3.2%)
○ Up to one week (6.5%)
○ Up to one month (55%)
○ Longer (32%)

● Control group assigned activities (13.1%)
● Out-of-school component (19.6%)
● Student population ‘at risk’ (25.7%)
● Student population described in ways that indicated disadvantaged (32.7%)

Program Targets
● Moral Principles (32.7%)
● Moral Sentiment (71.5%)
● Emotion Regulation (61.7%)
● Performance Outcomes (72.9%)
● Civic Outcomes (11.2%)
● Intellectual Outcomes (9.3%)

Program Methods
● Direct Teaching Strategies (79.4%)
● Interactive Teaching Strategies (82.2%)
● Behavioral Management (31.3%)
● Organizational Change (20.5%)
● Mentorship Model 
○ None (60.3%)
○ Formal mentoring (11.7%)
○ Modeling (14.5%)
○ Curriculum example cases (9.3%)

● Community Participation (26.6%)
● Service Learning (6.5%)
● Professional Development (26.6%)
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Program Outcomes
● Intrapersonal Competency (31.7%)
● School Attitudes (6.5%)
● Prosocial Behavior (11.2%)
● Character Knowledge (10.7%)
● Risky Behavior (14.9%)
● Antisocial Behavior (21.9%)
● School Behavior (9.3%)
● Academic Achievement (4.67%)
● Attendance/Absence (2.8%)
● Problem-Solving (13.5%)
● Interpersonal Competency (33.6%)
● Victimization (5.6%)
● Social-Moral Cognition (8.4%)
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