
rofessor James Arthur doesn’t
believe David Beckham is the best
of role models. “He is a good
man, well intentioned, but as a
role model I could think of more

appropriate ones for young people.
“Seeing him advertising pants, sunglasses

and aftershave – he is advertising things that are
part of the consumer system and therefore he is
celebrating celebrity and wealth. Is this what we
are asking young people to celebrate, the
pursuit of wealth? No, we are asking them to
celebrate being honest human beings,
responsible and good citizens.”

How to create the good citizens of the future
is the very big question being asked by the
Jubilee Centre for Character and Values. As
Director of the think-tank based at the
University of Birmingham, it’s Professor
Arthur’s job to lead a research team attempting
to find the answer. Launched a year ago, its
pioneering work is based on the premise that
developing good character is vital to a
flourishing society and should be put in practice
in all areas of human interaction, in professional
and personal lives. 

If its grandiose ambition is realised, society’s
ills and the need for social workers might be
considerably reduced, although Prof Arthur
does remain firmly realistic: “The centre is not
about some Utopian idea of perfecting society.
We are looking to improve the way we
recognise and practice virtues in education, in

training and in the professions.”
From hospital cover-ups to MPs fiddling their

expenses and journalists tapping the phones of
missing children, one doesn’t have to look too
far to find examples of professionals behaving
badly. Social work too knows a thing or two
about professional failures – often more of

public perception than reality but many social
workers have their own stories about colleagues
who have lost sight of why they entered the
profession. High profile scandals are part of the
reason why the Jubilee Centre is currently in the
middle of a major piece of research exploring
virtue in ten professions, including medicine,
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From alleged hospital cover-ups to MPs fiddling expenses, our
faith in public figures has been rocked. Shahid Naqvi visited a
thinktank trying to promote good character in all walks of life to
see whether, and how, societal virtue can be spread more widely.
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ready availability of green spaces and youth
clubs. It means giving young people
opportunities to have experiences beyond their
neighbourhood, through schemes such as
summer camps and school exchanges.

But the most pressing priority, according to
Prof Arthur, is sorting out so-called ‘failing
schools’. “If you say a school is failing, why
would you allow kids to stay in that school? Yet
parents are still expected to get their kids up in
the morning and send them to what they have
been told is providing their children with a
failed education. We have to do something very
special for those kids. If a school is failing,
many more teachers need to be brought in. This
has to be done immediately but at the moment
that doesn’t happen.”

Suing failing schools
Prof Arthur thinks an “interesting test case”
would be if parents of a pupil at a failed school
turned to the law to seek justice. “If you were in
a private school and the kids were given
substandard education you would sue them.
Why don’t parents sue a school for not
providing an adequate standard of education?
Ultimately, the parents should be the people
holding a school to account, not Ofsted.”

When discussing ideas of virtue, morality
and right and wrong, religion is inevitably
something not far away. The Jubilee Centre,
however, is a secular project, though Prof
Arthur insists it does not exclude religion.
“Aristotle lived in a pre-Muslim and pre-
Christian age and he was able to talk about
these things. But a lot of people still feel uneasy
talking about right and wrong because they
think it has something to do with religion. You
can talk about these things without any
religious background.”

Prof Arthur insists rather than having a basis
in religion alone, the value of good character
and behaving virtuously is based on reason. “If
you saw someone coming towards you in a
wheelchair, to open a door for them is the right
thing to do. Thinking about it makes you realise
that as a human being you have an obligation
to show empathy to other human beings.”

Though Prof Arthur believes there has been
an erosion of such empathy and compassion
across society, he adds: “The irony is that

people are outraged when others break the law.
So they clearly have a sense of moral outrage
and that remains with them even though they
themselves don’t express or manifest those
virtues in their own lives.

“My question is should we have higher
expectations of people in high office over and
above an ordinary person on the street?

“I would say no because we should have high
expectations of our neighbour as well. This is
how we learn to socialise. We should have high
expectations of everyone, not just people in
public service, and we want kids to have high
expectations of themselves. It is, after all, these
young people who will become the
professionals of the future and so they should
learn to be ethical.”

The Jubilee Centre’s ambitions are bold – to
transform and shape the future by building
good character in Britain. Clearly this is not
something it can do by itself, yet Prof Arthur
maintains the strength of the centre lies in
putting virtue on the agenda in a way that is
currently lacking, while also engaging with
policy-makers on such issues. The centre has
links with the three main political parties and
its advisory board includes both a Conservative
and Labour MP. “We inform policy, but we
don’t direct it,” says Prof Arthur. “We share
what we have with politicians in order for them
to think about what we have done.”

The task of putting policies into place to help
create the good and virtuous citizens of the
future will ultimately lay with government. But
what will good citizens of the future look like
and is there a blueprint to which we can turn?

According to Prof Arthur, we should look to
the Olympians for inspiration: “I was at an
event in Glasgow where we gave out prizes to
kids in Scotland who were celebrating work
they had done on good character. We had
Katherine Grainger there, the Olympic gold
medalist and she gave an inspirational speech
and is an outstanding role model for young
people.

“Andy Murray is another fantastic example.
We have sporting heroes who young people do
want to look up to. What do these people have
in common? Self-sacrifice, determination,
courageousness. They are ideal
models for young people.”
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law, teaching, business and journalism. 
Perhaps of most relevance to social workers

is the work the centre is doing with families,
young people and schools. Within the next few
weeks, the findings will be published of a survey
of 1,000 interviews with parents in which they
were asked what they think the role of schools
should be in character-building. Prof Arthur
believes virtue and good character can be
taught and should be at the heart of the whole
curriculum, not just a subject within citizenship
classes. While most schools will have a stated
set of core values, Prof Arthur says in practice
this usually ends up reduced to rules about
behaviour, such as ‘do not run in corridors’.

“Behaviour approaches like that don’t stick.
That is just compliance and some professions
are like that as well.”

Prof Arthur wants to get Britain thinking
about and discussing the kind of values and
characteristics we want to nurture in public,
professional and private life. He uses terms such
as respect, courage, honesty, truthfulness, being
thankful and considerate to describe the kind of
attributes he believes we should emphasise.
A quote by the philanthropist Sir John Temple-
ton in the Jubilee Centre’s brochure neatly cap-
tures the centre’s essentially humanist
philosophy: “It is nice to be important, but it’s
more important to be nice.”

Prof Arthur says some things act as a barrier
to the flourishing of good character. He refers
to a “litany of alarm” blighting the lives of
people on the margins of society, characterised
by lack of opportunity, poor housing, failing
schools, family breakdown and domestic
violence. “Some children live in situations
where it is remarkable they come out of that
with a set of values as good people,” he says.

“But it is also understandable that many
others come out of it where they haven’t
learned the difference between right and wrong
and don’t appreciate these values.”

In such areas, he argues, teachers, together
with social workers, have the greatest role to
play in shaping good citizenship. “In these
areas you need first class schools. They need to
be places of security. We need much more care
for these children. I am very much into the idea
of combining teachers, social workers and
health workers within a school. An integration
of these professions in these areas is absolutely
essential.”

A key aspect of producing virtuous citizens in
areas of social strife is raising aspirations, says
Prof Arthur. “We talk a lot about equality of
opportunity, but where is the opportunity? It is
not equal opportunity, it is just no opportunity.
You need a rich cultural environment that
provides opportunity for young people in order
for them to learn the types of moral and civic
values we are talking about.”

This means improving environmental and
social conditions by ensuring, for example, the

THE IRONY IS PEOPLE ARE OUTRAGED
WHEN OTHERS BREAK THE LAW. SO THEY
CLEARLY HAVE A SENSE OF MORAL
OUTRAGE AND THAT REMAINS WITH
THEM EVEN THOUGH THEY DON’T
MANIFEST THOSE VIRTUES IN THEIR LIVES.
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