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Virtue is a long-standing important moral category not only in virtue theory but also 
increasingly in contemporary deontological and consequentialist theories.1 Ethicists 
often define virtue according to Aristotle’s conception: a disposition to perform the 
right action, for the right reason, from a firm and unchanging character. However, situ-
ationists maintain that the Aristotelian conception of virtue fails to meet the demands 
of psychological realism, as it is not constrained by findings in human psychology.2 
Aristotelian virtue theory, and trait theory in general, is grounded in a flawed concep-
tion of the causes of human behavior as it assumes that human behavior is primarily 
internally motivated by dispositions that remain more or less consistent across time 
and diverse situations. Situationists maintain that external motivators, like features of 
situations, primarily drive human behavior.3  

One response to this critique has been a move to a model of personality psychology 
known as social cognitive theory as an alternative foundation in which to ground more 
empirically realistic conceptions of character without making the move to situationist 
models of behavior.4 According to the social cognitive approach, neither individual 
psychological actors nor situational features alone drive human behavior, but rather 
the interaction between the two.5 

In this paper, I defend the move to social cognitive theory against the critiques 
that: 1) social cognitive theory cannot explain or predict behavior better than compet-
ing situationist and trait models and 2) that it is impracticable to predicate a theory of 
virtue on the social cognitive model. I argue that we can respond to these critiques by 
making a few small but important distinctions. 

sItuatIonIsm and VIrtue theory

According to the Aristotelian conception of virtue, if an agent has developed the vir-
tues, he knows what action is the right one to perform in a situation and he performs 
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that action out of a consistent disposition to do so. Virtues are essentially moral char-
acter traits. Since virtues drive the agent’s behavior, he will behave consistently with 
his virtues across situations, and distinctly from others who have different traits. Im-
portantly for our discussion, virtue ethics is a normative theory so it prescribes what 
people ought to do to be moral, namely, develop good character by developing the 
virtues. 

However, according to situationists, situational rather than dispositional features 
predominantly drive human behavior, which is why situational features are on average 
better predictors than character traits of how an individual will act in a particular situ-
ation.6 Experiments in social psychology have shown that agents behave differently in 
different situations (their behavior varying along with situational features). Moreover, 
even if virtues exist, they are very rare in a population. 

soCIal CognItIVe theory

Social cognitive models move away from both trait and situationist models of per-
sonality. According to the social cognitive view of personality, if different situations 
acquire different meanings for the same individual, then the kinds of expectations, 
beliefs,  goals, and behavioral scripts that are likely to become activated in relation 
to particular situations will vary. Depending on an individual’s history, goals, beliefs, 
values, etc., that individual will come to form distinct but predictable ways of inter-
preting situations that will in turn lead to distinct but predictable patterns of behavior.

One influential and popular social cognitive framework is Walter Mischel’s “Cog-
nitive-Affective Processing System” (or CAPS). According to Mischel’s CAPS the-
ory, patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behavior are all part of personality, as well as 
“how the person construes (encodes, and appraises) situations (including people and 
the self) and the beliefs, expectancies, goals, and self-regulatory competencies that 
became activated within the individual in the continuous stream of interactions with 
situations.”7 Mischel refers to all of these psychological processes under the collective 
title of cognitive affective units (CAU’s).8  

Mischel believes that we should phrase character traits as conditionals.9 Trait con-
ditionals are not limited to one or two particular situations, but can be expanded to re-
fer to a wide array of situations. For example, we could state a trait conditional limited 
to only one type of situation as, “If Jones is at an office party, then he will be friendly.” 
However, Mischel is interested in generalizing conditional traits to cover a number of 
different situations in order to show behavioral consistency. For example, we might 
say, “if Jones is in a situation with a group of people he does not know, then he will be 
shy and not say very much,” however, “if Jones is in a situation with a group of people 
he knows very well, he will be friendly and talkative.” These trait conditionals cover 
a number of situations, all of which include similar situational features from Jones’s 
point of view. Trait conditionals are limited by “psychological situations” or situations 
as they are construed and appraised by a particular person (which depends on his indi-
vidual CAU’s). If we understand how an agent interprets and appraises situations, we 
may widen the scope of a conditional trait to all situations that the agent perceives to 
have similar features; then, we will see high levels of behavioral consistency.10
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soCIal CognItIVe theory and explanatory and predICtIVe poWer

One critique of the move to social cognitive theory has been that social cognitive 
theory cannot explain behavior better than situationist or trait models.11 Meanwhile, 
situationists argue that virtue cannot explain or predict behavior because situational 
rather than dispositional features largely drive behavior. Situationists advocate a move 
to “local traits” or traits contextualized by situational features that retain some relative 
stability across time. 

Local traits are highly contextualized traits that are relatively stable across an indi-
vidual’s lifetime but not across different situations. For example, while Alan does not 
possess the character trait of bravery simpliciter, he possesses the trait of bravery in 
the face of battle, wild animals, and heights but not necessarily across all situations.12 
The more dissimilar the situations, the lower the consistency correlations are between 
them.13 However, this contextualized trait of bravery might be one that Alan displays 
throughout his lifetime. The move to local traits should help in achieving psychologi-
cal realism.

Another problem is that the correlations found by Mischel and Shoda for behaviors 
contextualized by situation are still fairly low (0.47 percent for verbal aggression, 0.41 
for compliance, etc.).14 However, according to social cognitive theorists, predicting 
individual behavior with any great accuracy would require us to know a great deal not 
only about the situations but about the particular CAU’s of the individual and how the 
two interact. Raising consistency correlations would likely require longitudinal stud-
ies, gathering large amounts of data about a single individual over diverse situations 
and periods to understand his/her behavior at great depth. With enough data, we might 
even be able to predict his/her behavior in future situations with great accuracy. One 
might also gain this sort of information about another agent through years of friend-
ship or some other close relationship with the agent.15

One important consideration is that there are at least two separate goals we may 
have when attempting to explain or predict some particular behavior. One goal is to 
explain and predict behavior accurately in order to gain a deeper understanding of hu-
man behavior, however long or complex the project. The other goal is to explain and 
predict behavior in cases of expediency, where accuracy and truth are less important, 
in order to make a prediction about what to expect and how to act or react. For the 
purpose of everyday quick and approximate attributions, we may only need a sort of 
superficial understanding of behavior and the ability to predict it with some accuracy, 
even if our predictions are almost accidentally true (as they would be from quick attri-
butions that result from heuristics and other mental shortcuts). On the other hand, if we 
seek to understand what drives human behavior, have a thorough explanation of all of 
the factors involved, and be able to predict an individual’s behavior with accuracy (and 
not merely accidentally), we would need a deeper understanding of all the variables 
involved to produce individual actions.

Social cognitive theory is useful for the first goal, helping us delve into the com-
plex interaction of multifarious psychological factors and understand how these in-
ner workings, together with features of a situation, produce human behavior. It may 
help give us a richer and more thorough, if more complex, understanding of human 
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behavior. However, this approach is not helpful in situations where this data simply is 
not available or there is not any time to consider it. This is where trait or situationist 
models of human behavior may be useful. Take the following example: On my drive 
home, I see a car speeding and weaving through traffic without using traffic signals or 
attending to proper distances between vehicles. I consider the explanation from trait 
theory, that the person driving the car is reckless, thoughtless about the safety and/or 
feelings of others. I also consider the explanation from situationism that he is on his 
way to an emergency, but considering probabilities, conclude that this is unlikely. In 
this scenario, there is little to no data available to me about the driver. What is their 
mental state? What are their goals or values? Did they even see that car they just cut 
off? Are they on their way to an emergency? All I can do is make a conjecture based 
on probabilities and my experiences with other drivers. 

Regardless of whether I attribute his behavior to recklessness or an emergency, I 
predict that being near this car is dangerous and move out of their way and let them 
pass. Whether his reckless driving is a result of an emergency or simply his being a 
reckless driver is not really relevant or helpful in this situation. If a little ways further 
along the road, I see that the speeding car has gotten into an accident I will conclude 
that my decision to move out of the way was the correct one. 

In cases like this, where an action needs to be taken, and I lack the information 
to make an accurate attribution, social cognitive theory is not only useless (because I 
have neither the time nor information to form an informed belief), it is probably un-
necessary. My decision to move out of the way, whether it was made because of my 
attributing a particular trait to the driver (“he is reckless”) or because I attributed his 
behavior to particular situational features (“he’s on his way to an emergency”), was 
correct, whether or not my explanation about the causes of his behavior was correct.

The problems begin if I assume that because my prediction is true, my explanation 
about the causes of his behavior was also (non-accidentally) correct. I do not know 
the driver and I do not recognize the car from previous experiences where the driver 
behaved recklessly. I do not have nearly enough information to make any kind of ac-
curate explanation of his behavior. 

Let us expand my reckless driver scenario into a situation where the social cog-
nitive approach would be useful and my explanation and prediction of his behavior 
according to either trait or situationist models is revealed as deeply flawed. Suppose I 
meet this reckless driver (Smith) later. He is a new employee in my department. The 
accuracy of my explanation is suddenly of greater importance. Suppose I have attrib-
uted recklessness to Smith. This attribution may come to mean a great deal to what I 
think about him, how I treat him, how much I trust him (whether I trust him to drive 
the carpool!). 

There are some important things to notice here: 1) If my attribution is incorrect, 
then I have unfairly judged him; this incorrect attribution may make me biased against 
him, 2) even if my attribution of his being a reckless driver is correct, his reckless-
ness may not extend past his driving. In the case of my incorrect attribution, I may 
form opinions and expectations about Smith and his behavior that affect how I treat 
Smith, which will in turn affect how he treats me and I may never even discover my 
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error. Even if my attribution is accidentally correct, it may still turn out that outside 
of highway driving, Smith is a decent person, not reckless at all. Something about his 
particular construal of driving makes him behave one way on the roads and completely 
differently off them. 

Suppose that Smith’s driving was not due to an emergency; Smith always drives 
recklessly. If we can understand what it is about highway driving that leads Smith to 
drive the way he does, we can understand why he can still be a decent moral person 
outside of these situations. Suppose Smith becomes a good friend. I learn that he never 
forgets birthdays or special days. He looks out for other people and thinks we should 
do the most we can to help others. He is an excellent friend, a reliable worker, a fan-
tastic father, etc. However, I also learn that he does not see his driving as reckless at 
all. He sees it as tightly controlled driving. From his point of view, he is paying close 
attention to the road, the feel of the engine, the grip of the tires on the pavement. He 
feels that he knows exactly what he is doing. Driving is exhilarating and fun and there 
is nothing thoughtless about the way he drives because he is not getting in anyone 
else’s way. It is harmless fun. 

 Now, Smith may be completely incorrect about his driving being merely harmless 
fun. He may in fact be putting people in danger because he is incorrect in his assump-
tion about how much control he has over his car. We may make the judgment that 
Smith is in fact a reckless driver, whether he sees it that way or not. He is simply mis-
taken about what safety and concern for others involves. However, making this judg-
ment would be the proper work of a theory of virtue to decide. At the empirical level, 
we are not passing normative judgments about behavior, merely understanding it.

Conditional traits as postulated in Mischel’s CAPS framework are similar to local 
traits in that they are contextualized by situation; however, unlike local traits, they 
are not based in the assumption that behavior is purely or even primarily situationally 
driven. The reason that an agent’s personality is made up of these kinds of conditional 
traits is not that situational factors alone drive behavior, but rather that situational 
factors interact with a person’s goals, beliefs, desires, values, and construal to elicit 
certain behaviors.16 The pattern of behavioral variability from one type of situation to 
another is not entirely random. According to Mischel, “if behaviors are stable within 
each type of situation but varied from one type to another” the pattern of the variation 
should be stable and characteristic for each individual.17 

Suppose we attribute a local trait to Smith of being “reckless when driving.” This 
helps us predict Smith’s behavior only when driving. What is it about driving that 
makes Smith reckless in those particular situations? How might we generalize this 
type of behavior to other similar situations? What would make those situations similar 
(for Smith) so that we could predict in what situations Smith would react in a similar 
fashion? While it might be useful for quick and approximate attributions to know that 
Smith is a reckless driver (thus satisfying one goal of explanation and prediction), we 
wouldn’t have a very deep understanding of Smith’s behavior in the end. We might 
just end up with a list of situationally contextualized traits that tell us little about 
Smith’s behavior in other situations, or help us understand it in any meaningful way.
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soCIal CognItIVe theory and the VIrtues

Another critique of social cognitive theory is that we cannot construct a theory of 
virtue based on social cognitive theory because social cognitive traits are defined in-
ternally. Situations, on a social cognitive analysis, are not objective events, with one 
clear objective definition on which all agents can agree; instead, they are unique to a 
particular agent. Social cognitive theorists include an agent’s unique construal or per-
spective as part of the definition of a situation. While this definition might be useful for 
understanding an agent’s point of view, why a certain action seemed appropriate etc., it 
is less useful if the purpose is to discover or achieve normative behavioral consistency 
in a population. If we assume the truth of social cognitive theory, we have to make the 
move to the type of “local” traits prescribed by situationists; traits contextualized by 
situation. 

An important distinction requiring consideration here is that the critique that social 
cognitive theory is not useful for explaining and predicting behavior is a critique of the 
usefulness of social cognitive theory as an empirical descriptive theory. On the other 
hand, the critique asking whether social cognitive theory can ground an Aristotelian 
theory of virtue (or any theory of virtue at all) is a critique of the use of social cognitive 
theory as a normative theory.At the theoretical level are questions about what virtuous 
behavior ought to look like, the requirements of virtue, about how to guide moral be-
havior. At the empirical level are questions of what human behavior actually does look 
like and, more importantly for psychological realism, what it can look like; questions 
about the explanation and prediction of human behavior. 

For a theory to meet the demands of psychological realism, answers to the empiri-
cal questions should inform and limit answers to the normative questions.  However, 
the normative theory need not be a direct reflection of the empirical theory grounding 
it. While we may make some changes to the normative theory based on what we learn 
about the limitations of human behavior (for example, altering or entirely eliminating 
a requirement for cross-situational behavioral consistency requirement), this move is 
completely debatable, depending on what we hope to achieve with a particular virtue 
theory. Grounding a theory in social cognitive theory does not necessarily mean the 
corresponding theory of virtue has to assume all virtues and character traits are condi-
tional or contextualized. We may use social cognitive theory not to define the norma-
tive requirements of virtue but merely to ensure that we do not demand the impossible. 
Social cognitive theory, in its basic form, is a largely descriptive theory, with the goal 
of describing and understanding human behavior on an individual level. Virtue theory 
is a normative theory with the goal of achieving a type of behavioral consistency that 
assumes there is one right reading of a situation (or a limited number of right readings) 
and one (or a limited number) of correct responses. 

This obviously does not mean social cognitive theory has no place within a frame-
work for a theory of virtue. We need not use social cognitive theory to set the standards 
for the normative requirements of virtue (beyond giving us some idea of the limits of 
behavioral consistency). Yet, it may still help us with empirical questions of the types 
of self-regulatory mechanisms and skills involved in achieving consistency. We may 
learn why some people behave more consistently than others do by learning what it 
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is about their particular combination of construal, goals, beliefs and self-regulatory 
mechanisms that leads them to behave with greater cross-situational consistency than 
others. We may be able to learn if particular skills, abilities, or intellectual virtues 
may be useful for behavioral consistency and we should thus incorporate them into a 
normative theory of virtue. 

ConClusIon

The move to social cognitive models of personality has been criticized as 1) not being 
useful in helping us explain or predict moral behavior (or, alternatively, not providing 
a better explanation than the competing situationist and trait models) and 2) as not pro-
viding a viable theory on which to model a normative theory of virtue. I have argued 
that social cognitive is useful for some types of explanation and prediction but not 
others. Moreover, if we do not want to define the normative requirements of a theory 
of virtue solely on social cognitive theory it can still provide us with information that 
can help us in setting those standards. By giving us insight into what causes and influ-
ences human behavior, we can understand what limitations we may need to build into 
a normative theory of virtue that meets psychological realism. 
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