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Empirical science terminology generally understands humility as a self-view grounded trait charac-

terized mainly by accurate self-awareness and manifested respect for others. Related studies have 

been carried out for almost 20 years; however, it is still a quite new area in psychological research. 

Moreover, this seems to be an interesting area because of rising egocentric and narcissistic tenden-

cies that are inconsistent with humble attitudes. Handbook of Humility: Theory, Research, and 

Applications, reviewed here, offers an adequate basis for understanding humility. It presents main 

aspects of interdisciplinary approach to humility-related issues like definitions, measurement, and 

its manifestations in different contexts. Readers may find there many questions and thesis broaden-

ing their perspectives, which is a good starting point to carry out own research. 
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Through thousands of years, philosophers and religious leaders have focused 

on virtues that should drive human behavior in terms of their teachings. One such 

example is the virtue of humility promoted particularly in ancient Greek philoso-

phy and Christian theology as moderation in action and intellectual deed (see 

Aquinas, 1485/1963; Aristotle, 347–330/2007). Although many authorities put 

their efforts into making this virtue widespread, however, scientific research does 

not seem to be consoling. A meta-analysis performed by Twenge et al. (2008) 
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displays a rise in narcissism tendencies in the span of the last 27 years: TV shows 

focus predominantly on being famous (Uhls & Greenfield, 2011), song lyrics 

present a very egocentric full of antisocial behaviors worldview (DeWall et al., 

2011), the same can be said about books—that is, currently they present more 

often individualistic attitudes towards life than in the past (Twenge et al., 2012). 

Moreover, in terms of information seeking, scientists have observed a default 

tendency to value one’s own beliefs more than others (for a meta-analysis, see 

Hart et al., 2009).  

However, there is a light at the end of the tunnel: Handbook of Humility: 

Theory, Research, and Applications, which potentially answers many questions 

related to humility that in empirical science is generally known as a self-view 

grounded trait (Ou et al., 2014). Humility consists of four components: accurate 

self-awareness, appreciation of others, openness to feedback, and transcendence 

perspective (Nielsen & Marrone, 2018). Specific studies have showed that hum-

ble people are aware of both their strengths and weaknesses (e.g., Tangney, 

2000). Moreover, they are characterized by an openness to others contributions 

and views (e.g., Owens & Hekman, 2012). They also don’t tend to over- or  

under-represent the self (e.g., Morris et al., 2005). In addition, it is worth notic-

ing that humility can manifest in some specific contexts. Nowadays, there are 

such subdomains known as intellectual humility (Gregg et al., 2017; Krumrei- 

-Mancuso & Rouse, 2016; Leary et al., 2017), cultural humility (Danso, 2018), 

domain related to political issues (Krumrei-Mancuso & Newman, 2020; Stanley 

et al., 2020), and to spiritual/religion context (Hodge et al., 2019; Hook  

et al., 2017). In each one, the main aspects of humble attitudes are accurate  

self-awareness, openness, and respect for others. 

This Handbook published in November 2017 (ISBN 978-1-138-96001-5, 366 

pages) is edited by Everett L. Worthington (Virginia Commonwealth University), 

Don E. Davis (Georgia State University), and Joshua N. Hook (University of 

North Texas). It is a new book item from Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group’s 

series of handbooks that provides an interdisciplinary analysis of humility. The 

authors, proponents of the positive psychology trend that focuses on positive 

mood states and virtues (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), set a goal to give 

a basis for learning and testing humility. What is more, they aim at answering 

questions regarding humility’s definitions, the existence of its subdomains, re-

sults of psychological research, and their implications. The goal set by them does 

not seem to be approachable easily—to achieve it, one must use a combination  

of different scientific disciplines; the same applies to analyzing their results. 

Philosophy, ethics, psychology, and political sciences have different subjects of 
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study, methods and yield different research findings. Worth noticing is also  

the supposition that humility is a positive virtue, which may ensue in a bias, 

highlighting the positive side of this construct. The following section describes 

every one of the three parts constituting the handbook in two paragraphs. First, 

the review starts with a brief description of chapters and a short synopsis, fol-

lowed by a cumulative assessment of the whole text. 

In the first part, titled “Theory, definitions, and measurement,” the reader 

will find eight chapters devoted to defining humility, its subdomains, and meas-

urement methods. The first three analyses of the virtue of humility approach it 

from different academic standpoints. Jeffrie G. Murphy in “Humility as a moral 

virtue” proposes some reflections basing on moral processes and decisions. Re-

ferring to Dickens and Shakespeare’s literature and philosophies, he argues that 

humility is a “cluster virtue” which needs humanities to define its nature. Then, 

Robert C. Robert and W. Scott Cleveland, in their chapter titled “Humility from  

a philosophical point of view,” present a critical overview of various definitions 

of humility. Interestingly, they undermine a common belief of a simple humility–

pride continuum in favor of the thesis that the nature of humility is much more 

intricate. Steven L. Porter et al. discover in their “Religious perspectives on hu-

mility” that, conversely to the fact that the biggest five religions comprehend 

humility in different ways, they put it on the top of their hierarchy of virtue.  

Authors also enquire whether it is possible to understand humility without any 

religious context.  The next four chapters describe the particular subdomains of 

humility. “Intellectual humility,” written by Ian M. Church and Justin L. Barret, 

depicts its new intellectual definitions based on the concept of positive epistemic 

status, critically referring to past classifications. Everett L. Worthington, in his 

“Political humility,” describes another subfield for research. He argues that gen-

eral humility has its consequences and results in a political context that make  

a separate construct. He also presents a brief guide on how to be politically hum-

ble and its application. David K. Mosher’s academic team describes cultural 

humility. Their article with the same title shows intra- and interpersonal indica-

tors of humility in a cultural context. They provide theoretical and empirical 

literature as confirmation for their thesis. Don E. Davis et al. argue in their  

“Relational humility” that, while one scores high in self-report humility’s scale it 

might be caused by bragging. Then, they propose next subdomain—it refers to 

precepted humility in others. They also indicate on potential drawbacks of being 

humble. The last chapter in this part, called “A few good measures,” presents 

psychometric measures of humility. Interestingly enough, it is inspired by Rob 

Reiner’s film A Few Good Men (1992) and based on the story of the main  
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character, Colonel Nathan R. Jessup. The authors, Peter C. Hill and colleagues, 

highlight possibilities and limitations of measurements of humility and its  

subdomains. 

Summing up the first part presents humility from different scientific ap-

proaches—ethical, philosophical, religious, political, and psychological. It is an 

interdisciplinary consideration of what humility is. What is important, rather than 

a ready and “solely true” answer, is that the reader will find a cross-section  

of various meanings. Moreover, the virtue of humility is divided into subdo-

mains. It raises the question of whether there are many different types of humili-

ty, or maybe the general humility is manifested in different contexts? Certainly, 

scientists still need to put much effort into defining this phenomenon clearly. 

The second part of the book is called “Predictors, correlates, and sequelae of 

humility” and contains five chapters. They all present brief literature reviews. 

This part starts with “Personality predictors and correlates of humility,” where 

Joseph Leman operationalizes humility as an Honesty–Humility scale’s score. He 

proposes humility to be “the sixth big trait” and shows its negative correlations. 

Daryl R. Van Tongeren and David G. Myers in “A social psychological perspec-

tive on humility” show in turn how relational humility with regard to the percep-

tion of one’s self-image; they analyze its role in social processes and give a few 

ways to reduce biases like overconfidence or being better than average. Advice 

on how to behave humbly is given here, however, drawbacks are pointed out as 

well. The next article, titled “Relational predictors and correlates of humility,” 

written by Jeffrey D. Green et al., depicts the interdependence theory (Kelley & 

Thibaut, 1978) and the investment model of commitment (Rusbult, 1980) as  

a framework for relational humility research. Moving forward, Loren L. Tous-

saint and Jon R. Webb in “The humble mind and body” present a theoretical 

model of relations between humility and mental health. They also show that abil-

ities related to humility (e.g., self-regulation) mediate that connection. In the 

least article, called “Spiritual and religious predictors, correlates and sequelae of 

humility,” a variety of humility’s definitions are reduced to a state of ego dis-

involvement. Authors, Mark M. Leach and Adebayo Ajibade, present a brief 

literature review of links between humility, religion, and spirituality. 

To sum up the second part of the Handbook, it is a natural continuation of 

previous chapters: once definitions were presented, there is a possibility to carry 

out basic research testing those theoretical considerations. This part focuses on 

empirical research describing humility in the context of personality, social and 

dyadic relationships, religiosity, spirituality, and mental health issues. Readers 

might get to know that humility is a significant correlator and predictor  
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of already documented variables. Moreover, they can discern how different defi-

nitions and measures are being used. Having established such a basis for discus-

sion, we can analyze more the practical part itself. 

The third part, titled “Applications of humility to relationships and treat-

ment,” concludes the Handbook. Firstly, Bryan J. Dik et al. in “Humility in  

career development” critically analyze the influence of being humble on the suc-

cess of one’s career path. They find both positive and negative outcomes.  

“Humility in romantic relationships” written by Rachel C. Garthe et al. depicts 

humility’s beneficent role in adaptive processes within dyads. Moving forward,  

C. Nathan DeWall, in “Fostering intellectual humility in public discourse and 

university education,” describes how intellectual humility positively affects aca-

demic life. Moreover, he adds examples of personal cases related to this hypoth-

esis. In “Organizational humility and the better functioning business nonprofit 

and religious organizations,” readers can discover the potential benefits and 

harmful effects of introducing the humble attitude in a business environment. 

Angela S. Wallace, Chia-Yen (Chad) Chiu, and Bradley P. Owens base on a his-

tory of leadership scandals through the past 50 years that appeared because of 

lack of humility. The two next chapters show possibilities of experimental modi-

fication of humility. Peter M. Ruberton, Elliot Kruse, and Sonja Lyubomirsky in 

“Boosting state humility via gratitude, self-affirmation and awe” present three 

experimental manipulations that display an increased indicator of humility. On 

the other hand, Caroline R. Lavelock et al. in “Humility intervention research” 

point at another method related to behavioral tasks like special therapies. This 

text gives readers a smooth transition into the last four chapters embedded in the 

clinical domain. “Humility and psychotherapist effectiveness,” written by Ed-

ward B. Davis and Andrew D. Cuthbert, is focused on humility’s role in enhanc-

ing the therapist-patient relationship. Then, Steven J. Sandage and his colleges in 

“Humility in psychotherapy” provide the reader with a discussion about acting 

humble in therapeutic dyads. Interestingly, humility is understood here as a vir-

tue and a holistic attitude rather than having a special ability or a trait. Subse-

quently, Joanna M. Drinane et al. in “Microaggressions and cultural humility in 

psychotherapy” argue how this subdomain of general humility work against as-

sumptions and biases. Finally, “The clinical application of humility to moral 

injury” written by Brandon J. Griffin et al. show how humility can influence the 

treatment of moral injury in the military context. 

The following chapters of the third part may be perceived as an explication 

of the second part. The presented research describes not only humility but also 

concerns its role in psychologists’ practice. The reader can see how humility acts 
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in psychotherapy, business, the university community, and romantic relation-

ships. What is important, the ways to develop humility are also shown. On the 

other hand, the literature confirming the presented hypothesis is not comprehen-

sive at all, which is why some conclusions included in this part have speculative 

character. 

Having read this handbook, one may conclude that its evaluations might be 

polarized. The readers who expected a clear definition of humility and simple 

answers will surely be disappointed. The chapters present attempts to find real 

meanings rather than giving quick responses. Moreover, the book shows that 

even though humility is known to be a virtue, it may have drawbacks. It seems to 

be clear, as the authors claim, that the research focused on humility has started, 

and still much time and effort are required to establish a mature paradigm and 

theories. On the other hand, scientists looking for a starting point to create theo-

ries, construct accurate measurements, and discover real answers have a book 

item that presents them with the place to start. Humility is displayed here as  

a complex concept that needs a variety of references to be described well. Thus, 

representatives of different academic disciplines like ethics, philosophy, and 

psychology have their own contributions. However, observant readers may point 

to the methodology of cited research—most of them use only correlational mod-

els. Even though results come from experimental methods, they are ambiguous 

and do not show any clear causal conclusions. Thus, this part of science is still 

undiscovered, and those inquisitive readers ought to follow current literature or 

carry out their own studies. Summing up, the Handbook reviewed here achieves 

the goal to lay a foundation for further scientific exploration of humility. 
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