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|V| Praise for the Book
The GO-TO book for building character.

Martin E. P. Seligman, PhD, Zellerbach Family Professor of Psychology, and Director of Positive
Psychology Center at University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA

As inspiring as it is practical. The practical applications of this holistic approach to human
behavior are dizzying. This guide to positive psychology is tailor-made for leaders, and is a must-
have book that will inspire any leader!

Marshall Goldsmith, PhD, The Thinkers 50 #1 Leadership Thinker in the World, and international
bestselling author and editor of 35 books including What Got You Here Won’t Get You There and
Triggers.

Ryan Niemiec takes one of the most important scientific tools in modern psychology for
improving our well-being and makes that research come to life in a practical way for
practitioners, parents, and coaches. In challenging times, we each desperately need to know,
hone, and utilize our unique strengths to tip this world toward hope, health and happiness.

Shawn Achor, PhD, New York Times bestselling author of The Happiness Advantage

Dr. Niemiec – the world authority on character strengths – has masterfully married science with
practice in this book which provides practitioners with a comprehensive field guide of character
strengths interventions. This book guides practitioners in the importance of understanding
context to ensure the right intervention is used for the right reason with the right person. It is
thought-provoking and hope-promoting. The raft of character strength interventions are clearly
explained and the handouts are a particularly useful resource. This is a must-have book for
anyone doing work with character strengths!

Lea Waters, PhD, President of International Positive Psychology Association; Gerry Higgins Chair
at Centre for Positive Psychology, Melbourne Graduate School of Education, University of
Melbourne, Australia

I’m so glad you wrote this book! Very important work. This book provides an invaluable guide for
teachers and parents, consultants and managers – in fact, for anyone passionate about human
flourishing.

Tal Ben-Shahar, PhD, Bestselling author of Happier and founder of Happier.TV

For the reader who seeks to understand why Harvard’s Howard Gardner once said that the
science of human character strengths is the most important development in psychology over the
past half century my advice is: Begin with this book. Ryan Niemiec’s brilliantly conceived
“strengths interventions” brings it to life and helped me see the vast vistas ahead with character
strengths psychology—for revolutionizing everything from early childhood education to
leadership development in business, government, and civil society.

David L. Cooperrider, PhD, Distinguished University Professor at Case Western Reserve
University, Cleveland, OH
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The gap between theory and practice of strengths has now been officially closed – all you need to
do is read this book and you could easily apply strengths interventions and exercises |VI| for
yourself, clients, or research. With the inspiring Dr. Ryan Niemiec navigating this boat of applied
strengths you simply can’t go wrong – read the book and unleash the super-powers of Strengths.

Itai Ivtzan, PhD, Director of Masters in Applied Positive Psychology (MAPP) at University of East
London, UK

Sufficient scientific research has accumulated such that it cannot be denied, recognizing,
appreciating, and harnessing strengths in yourself and other people, is one of the most efficient
and effective paths to a life of success and fulfillment. What has been missing is a manifesto on
HOW to do this. In your hands is the most comprehensive account to date. 

Todd Kashdan, PhD, Professor of Psychology and Senior Scientist at the Center for the
Advancement of Well-Being, George Mason University, Fairfax, VA; Author of The Upside of Your
Dark Side

This book is a wonderful resource for clinicians or coaches who want to incorporate a strengths-
based approach into their work in a variety of settings. Built around the strengths and virtues of
the VIA Classification, this book is comprehensive, based on evidence when available, and
remarkably practical. I think it will be essential reading for anyone interested in a strengths-
based approach to intervention.

Robert McGrath, PhD, Professor at School of Psychology, Fairleigh Dickinson University, Teaneck,
NJ; Senior Scientist at VIA Institute.

Ryan Niemiec’s new book is an all in one place resource for those interested in theory, research,
and application of character strengths. Research on character strengths and signature strengths
have matured and we know that their use in interventions is effective. Therefore, it is time to
disseminate the research-informed, best practices in applied areas. Being the first of its kind and
written by the Education Director of the global leader in the science and practice of character,
this book will have a long shelf life.

Willibald Ruch, PhD, Professor of Psychology at University of Zurich, Switzerland; Founder and
President of Swiss Positive Psychology Association; Senior Scientist at VIA Institute.

I just finished reading Ryan Niemiec’s Character Strengths Interventions: A Field Guide for
Practitioners and I had to stop for few minutes to take in and savor the feat he has accomplished.
His book truly is a field guide. As someone who deeply knows and clearly loves the exciting
territory of character strengths, Ryan expertly guides us so we can see the wonders that can be
found there, shares its history, warns us about possible pitfalls, and invites us to explore and
enjoy its riches. And we can even take them home with us, thanks to Ryan’s generosity in
sharing so many resources that he has created and compiled.

He sees strength practitioners as gardeners who can’t – and shouldn’t try to – “mold” their
clients, but rather, can create optimal conditions for growth and development. I believe that
Ryan’s own strengths of love, hope, perspective and appreciation of beauty may have created
the conditions for the flowering of this wonderful work, and I am grateful for it.

Margarita Tarragona, PhD, Director of PositivaMente; Honorary Fellow of the Centre for Positive
Psychology at the University of Melbourne, Australia
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|XI| Foreword
Let’s go straight to the bottom line: Dr. Ryan Niemiec is the world’s foremost authority on the
science, practice, and teaching of character strengths, and, with this book, he summarizes in
clear and practical terms what practitioners need to know to put this new knowledge to work for
themselves and their clients. In my opinion, this book brings to practitioners the most important
insights into actualizing positive human potential since the insights of cognitive psychology!
Character strength science is the backbone of a “new” psychology – one focused on the array of
beautiful psychological characteristics with which all human beings have been imbued –
characteristics that can be used to help each and every one of us live our lives most fully, both
individually and collectively.

In 1999, Dr. Martin E. P. Seligman, then 1 year post-President of the American Psychological
Association, began writing about the need for the science of psychology to augment its efforts to
understand and remediate psychological suffering with developing scientific knowledge about
“the plus side” of the human experience – how we can construct lives with positive emotions,
relationships, and achievements along with high degrees of engagement and meaning. In other
words, he made a call to the profession of psychology to learn about the processes that lead to
human flourishing. He envisioned efforts to understand positive emotions, positive psychological
characteristics, and positive organizations, with positive characteristics being “the backbone” of
this new “positive psychology.” As a clinical psychologist and president of a philanthropic
foundation, I responded to his call to the field. To make a long story short, Dr. Seligman and I
worked together to conceive of a 3-year project to create the two basic tools any new scientific
effort requires – an intellectual framework and language of what we want to understand, and
tools of measurement. When asked to identify the most qualified person in the world to colead
this effort, Dr. Seligman identified, without hesitation, Dr. Christopher Peterson of the University
of Michigan. We fortunately were able to recruit Dr. Peterson for a full, 3-year hiatus from his
university responsibilities to focus 100% on this project.

As it is said, the rest is history! Drs. Seligman and Peterson, with input from 55 noted scholars
and positive youth development practitioners, embarked on the most comprehensive and robust
effort ever to understand what’s best about human beings and how we build full and flourishing
lives for ourselves and others. The work was presented in a groundbreaking publication in 2004
entitled Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification. That book describes the
intellectual foundation for the VIA Classification – a classification of 24 universal psychological
characteristics – along with introducing the strategies for measuring these characteristics in
adults and youth. At the same time, the VIA Institute on Character made the VIA Surveys
available for free on its website, and, without any marketing promotions, after about a year over
1 million people from around the world had found and taken a VIA Survey! During the period of
the next few years, people continued flocking to the site to discover their character strengths,
positive psychology journals and associations took form, and it became apparent that the new
subdiscipline of positive psychology had taken root and was here to stay. Fast-forward to today
and over 5 million people from every country in the world have taken a VIA Survey which is
currently translated into 37 languages, and there are over 300 scientific publications relating to
the Survey in professional journals.

Dr. Niemiec was the one of the first psychologists to jump into this work with both feet. He
coauthored a book on movies and character strengths in 2008 with Danny Wedding, and then
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became the first employee of the VIA Institute after the hiring of an executive director. When I
first interviewed Dr. Niemiec, he was moving to Cincinnati, Ohio where the VIA Institute resides,
and was looking for employment. VIA did not yet have the capacity to hire him. When I asked
how long he could wait for a position to open I recall his answer: “Working for VIA would be a
dream job, and for that, I would wait forever!” Unbelievably, his enthusiasm for the work has only
|XII| grown and he has been the major teacher of this work across the globe. Additionally, he has

continued to merge his personal interests with the science, having published Mindfulness and
Character Strengths in 2014, and creating the related mindfulness-based strengths practice
(MBSP) program. As a central figure with the VIA Institute, Dr. Niemiec has been deeply involved
with the Institute’s ever evolving thinking about the potential of this important work for helping
to tip humanity towards its better nature. With this book, he shares the most current thinking and
research-to-date on such topics as signature strengths, situational (phasic) strengths, dynamics
between strengths, overuse and underuse, and strengths blindness, among others.

So, what’s the big deal about character strengths? As a psychotherapist who has spent
thousands of hours across 15+ years sitting with people trying to help them move their lives
forward, I can say that I wish I had the advantage of this knowledge when I was doing that work.
Practitioners are always needing tools. When Skinner uncovered the processes by which
contingency schedules of reinforcement affect human behavior, it provided tools for practitioners
wanting to help clients change behaviors. When Ellis, Beck, and Seligman – the giants of
cognitive psychology – uncovered processes by which different thought forms affect emotions
and behavior, it provided practitioners with strategies for modifying thinking in order to modify
unwanted feelings and associated maladaptive behaviors. In this vein, the uncovering of the
corner of the human psyche where the 24 strengths of character reside provides practitioners
with levers that can be pulled to activate achievement, enhance well-being, and elevate others
towards becoming their best.

Let me be more specific. If a couple presents at a practice with relationship problems, now a
therapist can ask them to take the VIA Survey, discuss their use of strengths with each other, and
structure a relationship enhancing process for recognizing and appreciating the strengths in their
partner on a regular basis. If a person wants to improve their engagement and satisfaction at
work, now a manager or counselor can create a program by which they have the client
deliberately apply their top strengths of character in their jobs on an ongoing basis and to select
roles at work that match best with who they are. Now, when a parent or teacher wants to help a
child flourish, they can focus on recognizing the character strengths in their child as they are
revealed, nurture those strengths, and help the child develop their self-concept – their personal
narrative - around their strengths of character. Now, psychotherapists can build their
relationships with clients from the point of assessing what’s strong vs what’s wrong. The
emerging applications of character strengths seems to be nearly endless, and it is only a very
young field!

In this book, Dr. Niemiec organizes and describes dozens of specific applications that have
various amounts of supporting evidence. Unlike any other book of its kind, this book distinguishes
itself by clarifying vs. obfuscating what kind of evidence actually exists at the time of publication
for each of the specified applications. While some applications have replicated evidence from
double-blind, placebo-controlled studies, others have more anecdotal evidence. Practitioners can
select applications with full knowledge of what the level of evidentiary support is and, of course,
what seems relevant to their client. And, as with any field of practice, it is part-art and part-
science. So, astute practitioners can use the content of the book to stimulate their own
adaptations to tailor interventions as they see fit.
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This book opens up the practice field of character strength psychology. The genius of the VIA
work of Peterson and Seligman is not so much that it is a listing of important psychological
characteristics, but more so that it uncovers a psychological system that has dynamics that are
only beginning to become understood. Dr. Niemiec brings us up to date on what we know about
that system, and I am confident that he will remain our leading guide into the future as more and
more becomes discovered about how we all can actualize our highest potentials together through
the application of our character strengths!

Neal H. Mayerson, PhD
Chairman of VIA Institute on

Character
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|XIII| Preface
In 2004, something groundbreaking took place in the field of social sciences. For the first time in
history, a cross-cultural, common language describing the best qualities in human beings was
born – the VIA classification of strengths and virtues. A new science of human character had
arrived. Along with it, a measure (test) of positive traits was being dispersed freely around the
globe. The practical ramifications of this emerging work have been substantial. It has been
regarded as the most or one of the most wide-reaching efforts in positive psychology, and, by
Harvard scientist and multiple intelligences theorist Howard Gardner, as one of the most
important initiatives in psychology in the last century.

Meanwhile, in 2004, I was busy practicing as a clinical psychologist in St. Louis, working every
day in clinical pain management, a psychology and religion program, and a general outpatient
clinic, assisting people in relieving their suffering and trying to help them find mental, physical,
social, and spiritual health along the way. I came across this VIA classification by Peterson and
Seligman. I was lured in, enamored by its holistic nature. After a short courtship, I was in love. I
began planning my future. This was to begin by using the classification to study movies with a
positive lens (Niemiec & Wedding, 2014) as my colleague and I had already done this from a
psychopathology lens (see Wedding & Niemiec, 2014). My study led me to practice with the VIA
classification with my clients – to experiment, to question, to wonder, to appreciate. A couple
short years later my wife and I decided to move to Cincinnati, which would be closer to our
families of origin. As we engaged in the process, I came to realize that the VIA Institute on
Character (formerly referred to as Values in Action Institute), the nonprofit that championed the
entire project that culminated in this common language and measurement tool, had its
headquarters in the city I was moving to. Do you believe in synchronicity?
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A Unique Role
Neal Mayerson recalls that when I met with him and Donna Mayerson over breakfast discussing a
potential job at the VIA Institute, he asked me how long I was willing to wait for a position at VIA.
Even though my wife and I were already in the process of moving to Cincinnati and crunched for
work, I spoke from the heart, “For that job, I’d be willing to wait forever.”
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Fortunately, I did not have to wait that long and I formally started as Education Director at the
VIA Institute in March 2009. My task, according to Neal, was simple: aggregate and disseminate.
He and the VIA Institute wanted me to: (a) gather all the latest research and best practices on
character strengths or relating to character strengths – connect with scientists and pioneering
practitioners in positive psychology/character strengths across disciplines to further gather
knowledge; (b) give it all back to the positive psychology community – find channels and create
outlets to share the research and practice of character strengths to coaches, counselors,
managers, educators, and consumers. And so, that has been my work the last 8 years. One could
argue that that’s when the writing of this book started.

I would describe my work in accordance with what positive psychology researchers refer to as a
“calling,” which means the work is an extension of who you are, a meaningful purpose. And, how
could it not be a calling for me? I study and teach on those core qualities that help us understand
the human condition – that make us more humane, help us improve ourselves, build up and
support others, and contribute to goodness. What could be a better focal point than the focal
point that lies deep within us? I’ve gotten spoiled with my work because I talk with others who
are either barely getting by in their work, focusing solely on retirement down |XIV| the road, or
are, at best, content with what they do. I leave such conversations surprised by the lack of
meaning people find in their work, but also grateful for the work I am honored to do each day.

Many times I’m asked (by established professionals and by students), “How do I get a job like
yours?” I tell them “I have no idea.” There’s no job like it and few points of comparison. I’m not
solely a practitioner or a pure academic. Rather, I’m part-practitioner, part-researcher, part-
educator, part-consultant, part-scholar, part-blogger, part-innovator. I tell people I’m an
educator-writer-networker-practitioner and, first and foremost, a core VIA staff member on a
team of five that takes action each week that is global in scope.

I’ve had my ear to the ground for over a decade in the field of positive psychology, working
closely with thought leaders, researchers, and practitioners. I listen to stories of suffering and
stories of success. I am privileged to hear the challenges coaches, psychologists, teachers, and
managers face when working without character strengths. In discussing how this science of
character strengths might be integrated, a mutual learning effect and virtuous circle unfold that
helps me, and hopefully them.

The Science–Practice Gap
Science is slow moving, whereas practice is rapidly moving. This creates a large gap, and the
field of positive psychology is particularly vulnerable to this. Graduate and certificate programs in
positive psychology are collectively churning out thousands of students in the world each year.
Most of these students are practitioners of some kind and therefore want the best practices to
offer clients, students, and employees … and to offer those practices right now! It is striking to
contrast this with the pace of science: a typical researcher could be faced with the following
scenario:

In September 2017, a researcher attends a conference and a new idea is catalyzed for an
intervention they would like to conduct to boost well-being.
He/she reflects on this idea for 1 month, and examines the resources they have, resources
they need and 6 months later determines the project is feasible.
He/she proposes the idea to their institution, supervisors, a granting agency, or other
decision-makers. 6 months later, he/she gets the green light to pursue the project.
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Luckily, the timing is right and they can begin recruiting subjects in 2 months.
He/she recruits participants for the study over a 2-month period.
He/she randomizes the participants into groups and runs a 6-month intervention study and
completes it.
He/she takes 1 month to analyze the data.
Upon having encouraging and interesting results, he/she takes 6 months to collaboratively
write up the data into a paper that could be publishable.
He/she submits the paper to a journal, following the steps and requirements of the journal
being pursued (1 month).
One month later, the journal’s editor sends the paper out to peer reviewers instructing them
to review the paper and offer feedback within 4 months.
The editor receives the feedback at that deadline and takes 1 month to review the paper
and this feedback. He/she sends all this feedback to the researcher. It is a rejection with
encouragement to resubmit.
The researcher discusses this feedback with colleagues and they decide to make the
changes and resubmit the paper. They do this within 3 months.
A month later, the editor sends the revised paper back out to the peer-reviewers.
|XV| These reviewers send feedback back to the editor within 3 months and 1 month later

the editor sends this information back to the researcher. It is an acceptance, with revision.
The research team happily makes the final, additional changes and get the again-revised
manuscript back to the editor within 1 month. Two months later it is accepted.
The paper is now officially in-press and it is placed in the journal’s queue. It will be published
in 12 months.
The journal releases the paper (electronically) on schedule. The recipients of the journal can
now read the paper. It has come out 60 months following the original idea. The date is now
September 2022.
Sadly, the paper has no support from the press or the researcher’s institution in terms of
marketing, and only a small percentage of people actually read the article, despite the
positive results for this new intervention. It is, however, archived in several online
databases.

Five years! These numbers vary – more or less – based on the individual researcher, the
institution, their home country, and the journal submitted to. Many additional obstacles and steps
will be at play for some researchers such as a lack of good results, a lack or loss of funding, flaws
in the design that cause the study to cease, continued rejection from journals, etc.

As a point of comparison, here’s the typical scenario for the everyday practitioner:

In September 2017, a practitioner takes a new workshop on character strengths.
The next day, they look at their schedule and see that eight clients, all of whom are
suffering in life, need their help. With the first client they see, they weave a character
strengths intervention into their existing approach to help them.

The contrast here – 5 years versus 1 day – is stark. The numbers may shift on either side – for
example, some journals have a much quicker turnaround process especially those that are
online, and some practitioners will discern, reflect, read, and discuss new ideas for a considerable
amount of time before applying. But the contrast remains.

Considering this gap, a bridge is needed in the field of character science. This book intends to
contribute to that bridge – true to VIA’s namesake – as a bridge to support and inform both the
science and practice.
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Why Now?
Too many times I would offer a practical workshop or lecture on character strengths and people
came up to me afterward and said – this was great, how do I apply it? I would look at the
individual dumbfounded as if either: a.) they walked in at the last 5 minutes of the workshop; b.) I
was an awful workshop leader; or c.) they could not make the leap from practical exercises for
themselves to helping their clients/students. This, along with the encouragement of many,
strengthened my interest in writing this book as a “field-guide” for practitioners.

The Character Strengths and Virtues text (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) on the VIA classification
is 13 years old. That is also when practitioners began applying this work. In the field of positive
psychology, there has been no book for practitioners that squarely targets the richness of
concepts surrounding the VIA character strengths and lays out what is known about best
practices with character strengths. This book for you, the helper, has been a long-time coming.

Positive psychology’s backbone has exploded in this time amounting to hundreds of scientific
and scholarly publications. While there is much to learn about the application of character
strengths, core concepts and strong practices are emerging. When applied, character strengths
have strong potential to boost well-being, foster resilience, improve relationships, and create
|XVI| strong, supportive “cultures” in families, classrooms, and organizations. To this end,

character strengths lubricate and catalyze the good life while managing hardships and life
challenges.
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But, are character strengths best taught through words on a page? Probably not. Nothing
replaces the experience and connection that flows from receiving genuine love from another or
expressing profound curiosity to another. However, words on a page set the stage, offer depth,
provoke new ideas, and reflect examples and exercises – all to then be put into action by the
reader, for themselves or for others.

Throughout the book, I frequently use these two words:

Practitioner: I am referring to any helping professional, such as a psychologist, counselor,
social worker, mentor, coach, manager, teacher, physician, nurse, health technician,
mediator, or professor. In many cases, the word might be stretched to a parent helping a
child, a spouse helping a spouse, or a consumer acting as the practitioner for themselves.
My approach here is no doubt most strongly reflective of my work as a
psychologist/coach/educator, therefore, those in a similar professional will likely find the
most alignment with the suggestions and exercises throughout the book.
Client: I am referring to any person being helped or supported, such as a patient, counseling
client, coachee, student, employee, or even oneself.
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It is assumed that any practitioner picking up this book at least values a strength-based approach
to working with clients. This book is purposefully written with that reality in mind. Any manager,
counselor, coach, or teacher can pick up the book and learn the core concepts of character
strengths and signature strengths (Chapters 1 and 2), the most crucial applied considerations
(Chapter 3), ways to troubleshoot and fine-tune an approach to character strengths (Chapter 4),
and advanced topics relating to character such as overuse, strengths collisions, morality, and the
integration with savoring, flow, and mindfulness (Chapter 5). Practitioners and clients can then
review detailed information on each of the 24 strengths in one-page handouts (Chapter 6), and
work with user-friendly, research-based practices (Chapters 7 and 8) and a number of additional
resources (Appendices).

There Is No Algorithm for Life
In his text on virtues, Fowers (2005) offers this adage which is also true for character strengths.
Despite the hundreds of studies referenced in this book, over 100 research-based character
strengths activities, and numerous core concepts involved in applying this work, there remains,
and perhaps always will remain, a subjectivity, a demand for understanding the myriad of
individual and context-based factors. Hence, there is no algorithm for completely understanding
and applying character strengths. Therefore, this book is not “a 10-week program” or “6-steps to
apply the science of strengths” approach. Not that such programs shouldn’t be done – because
they should, and are. But, such programs are always an extension of the individual practitioner
who is creating and leading it. There is not one way.

May something in this book help you clearly see the wisdom that lies beneath, express the
goodness that is you, and help others find their way.

Ryan Niemiec

May 2017

Cincinnati, Ohio
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|XVII| Acknowledgements
The part of my books that I reread the most are the acknowledgements sections. I enjoy relishing
in gratitude and humility about all the people that have had an impact on me and/or offered
support and wisdom.

My full-fledged gratitude to the core VIA Institute team, where there are five of us: VIA
Chairman, Neal Mayerson, one of the unsung founding fathers of positive psychology, who
displays an almost inhuman level of creativity, judgment/critical thinking, and perspective,
meaning that he comes up with ideas and pathways on the smallest of scales and the largest of
scales, both hammering through the nuances and visioning the long-term future, sometimes in
the same sentence. Neal occasionally talks about VIA’s 50th anniversary and where it will be in
that year of 2050; he says he won’t be there for it, but, considering his perseverance, I think he
might. In either case, he will surely be honored for this unparalleled organization and the many
great decisions, made by him and others, that got VIA to where it is today.

In every good team, there is a relationship-oriented person – someone to offer support, handle
conflicts, and express emotion clearly and directly in a tone of everyday conversation …
someone to do the little things that after a while are taken for granted … someone who goes out
of their way to help just to help (and thereby proving altruism can indeed be unselfish) …
someone who is brilliant but would never say it, magnanimous but focuses more on walking the
talk. I am, of course, speaking of the inimitable Donna Mayerson, VIA Practice Director.

And there is Breta Cooper, VIA Business Director, who is remembered by each person she
meets. She is remembered because she is impressive. She uses her razor-sharp mind to wield a
planful “what’s-next” prudence, an always-appropriate social intelligence, and a politely
challenging judgment/critical thinking. It can take people by surprise as she surveys the situation,
gathers where people are coming from, slices and dices ideas/thoughts/responses in her mind,
and then shares. No doubt this combination of strengths brings her to successfully lead our VIA
team meetings and so many happenings at VIA in so many ways, I won’t even dare to count.

Finally, Kelly Aluise, VIA Communications Specialist, e-mails and talks with hundreds of people
each month, helping them with a research code to study the VIA Survey, navigating the terrain of
their inquiry and proposal, and a myriad of other tasks that help professionals and consumers
use their own strengths or help others to do so. In what amounts to thousands upon thousands of
people, I would be willing to bet there are zero or almost zero who have had a negative
experience with Kelly. The exact opposite of a negative response is actually the norm. Kelly is an
exemplar for teamwork; she could be interviewed and studied around how she brings forth this
strength so strongly and for the benefit of others, especially the VIA team.

All in all, the VIA team is a collaborative one. There’s isn’t a day that goes by that it doesn’t
build a bridge and offer support/advice/hope for another. That’s the kind of nonprofit organization
I want to be part of. It’s a team that pushes and challenges, and, especially, it leads. On a bad
day, this team is on fire with ideas and critical thinking. Imagine what it’s like on a good day.

Others at work whom I frequently speak with about character strengths include the always-
ready-to-fill-in, quick-to-accomplish-a-task Chris Jenkins and the Mayerson art gallery guru and
grant manager, Jeff Seibert. While I appreciate many things about Chris and Jeff, perhaps most
appreciated is our conversations about The Walking Dead, which help me manage my sanity,

28



work through theories, and relish in postapocalyptic fantasy. I could fill the remaining pages
describing the talent and graciousness of Clare Blankemeyer, who champions the innovative
Mayerson Service Learning Program. On our company volunteer day, Clare was the |XVIII| one on
top of a tall ladder, with a drill, various screws, and other tools, while balancing on one leg to put
up a trellis in a low-income neighborhood, while everyone else safely watched from below (I was
good at holding the ladder!). I think that I’m busy and accomplish a lot, then I see Clare and I’m
brought back down to Earth – thanks Clare! The kind-hearted, good natured and character
strengths-based conversations and stories that emerge when I speak with Rachel Gray and
Maureen Heckmuller are also always deeply appreciated.

With appreciation for VIA’s senior scientists, Bob McGrath and Willi Ruch, both of whom
function at an extraordinarily high level of sophistication, integrity, and perspective. They are
lighting the path of character science with their innovative research, their nurturing of research
disciples, and the deep foundation of knowledge they have laid for the decades to come. With
additional appreciation to VIA consultants and my friends, including Michelle McQuaid, Jillian
Darwish, Tayyab Rashid, and Fatima Doman.

There are some people in positive psychology whose enthusiasm soars and simultaneously
moves me to new heights. Some might say it’s something intangible within the person; I would
say it’s a certain way that they express their strengths that speaks to me. When I hear these
individual’s names, I can’t help but to smile and appreciate their gifts and my connection with
them. These people include Itai Ivtzan (whom I refer to as “the Roberto Benigni of positive
psychology”), Dan Tomasulo, Shannon Polly, Margarita Tarragona, Tayyab Rashid, and Roger
Bretherton. Each is brilliant in their work and an authentic exemplar of what it means to be in this
field.

In the same way, I can’t say enough positive things about the talents, enthusiasm, and
collaborative nature of my friends and colleagues, David Giwerc, James Pawelski, Scott Bautch,
Lea Waters, Maria Sirois, Lucy Hone, Meriden Peters, Rene Oehlenschlaeger, Claudia Morales
Cueto, Aaron Jarden, Bob Bradley, Ruth Pearce, Christina Madrid, Darren Coppin, Kristin Truempy,
Eileen Henry, Ebbe Lavendt, Lotta Wallin, Katie Curran, Megan McDonough, Jane Anderson, and
Mads Bab.

And a deep bow of gratitude to a few of my collaborators, associates, and/or supporters:
Hadassah Littman-Ovadia, Suzy Green, Sven Roovers, Karrie Shogren, Mike Wehmeyer, Dan
Lerner, Seph Fontane Pennock, Fred Bryant, Mathew White, Judy Lissing, Dave Shearon, Kate
MacKinnon, Mark Linkins, Linda Rufer, Cypress Walker, Hugo Alberts, Tim Lomas, Nirb Singh,
Veronika Huta, Carol Kauffman, Kelly Michael, Mary Gregerson, Mike Steger, Lisa Sansom, Greg
Pejda, Paul Wong, Charles Walker, Caroline Adams Miller, Cooper Woodard, Keith Oatley, and Tal
Ben-Shahar.

With appreciation for those who have gone out of their way to support my presentations,
university connections, touring, and/or writing: Karl Stuckenberg, Tim Bryant at the Center for
Ethical Leadership Development at Mount St. Joseph University, Jim Hudson, Mike Sontag, Leanne
Hides, Tash Dean, Jan Walburg, Juan Humberto Young, Dora Gudsmundsdottir, Sajel Bellon,
Jennifer Cory, Todd Finnerty, Deb Easley, Mike Holman, Jane Wundersitz, Margarita Tarragona,
James Pawelski, Judith Saltzberg, Hans Henrik-Knoop, Marlena Kossakowska, Sandra Scheinbaum,
Dianne Vella-Brodrick, Aaron Jarden, Kathryn Britton, Nancy Snow, Senia Maymin, and Ohio State
University’s Todd Gibbs, Amy Barnes, Vicki Pitstick, and James Larcus (as a rabid Michigan State
University fan/graduate, I might not root for your school but I certainly root for your character
strengths integration work).
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With gratefulness for VIA Institute partners, including Ofer, Tomer, and Tiffany at Happify;
David Covey and Stephan Mardyks at SMCOV; the brilliant Rabbi Irwin Kula and Rabbi Rebecca
Sirbu at CLAL; Megan McDonough and colleagues at the WholeBeing Institute; Craig Case and
colleagues at Q Works; Paula Felps, Deb Heisz, and the staff from Live Happy magazine; the
gifted Tom Lottman and Sarah Zawaly from Children Inc., a national leader in early child
development and teacher training. And, of course, VIA’s innovative, central partner in |XIX| the
field of education, bringing character strengths to teachers and youth in a substantive way – the
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advisors, which include positive psychology founder Marty Seligman, the inimitable genius that is
the late Chris Peterson, along with 53 distinguished scientists. I often have Chris in mind while
writing books on character strengths, hoping that he is somehow beaming with pride and feeling
like justice is being done for his path-blazing work.

Locally in Cincinnati there is a movement called Strong Cincinnati, which is working to make
the city of Cincinnati to be the global leader in character strengths applications in the community
(see http://www.strongcincinnati.org). Indeed, if you look up the following incredible
organizations, each at different levels of character strengths integration, and each with character
strengths pioneers, you’ll know what I mean: Children Inc., Talbert House, Mayerson Academy,
Beech Acres Parenting Center, Down Syndrome Association of Greater Cincinnati, Lindner Center
of Hope, Starfire, Public Allies, Interact for Health, Living Arrangements for the Developmentally
Disabled (LADD), Mount St. Joseph University, Northern Kentucky University, Reel Abilities Film
Festival, Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center, and Xavier University.

Also in Cincinnati, with appreciation for my friends/colleagues: Teri Caudill, Tara and Brad
Proano-Raps, Bob Pautke, Lou Flaspohler, Jim Mason, Tim Vogt, Susan Brownknight, Molly Lyons,
Steph Weber, Dave Brewer, Jami Cabrera, Neil Tilow, Robin Arthur, Nickol Mora, Jason Harris,
Jennifer Sharp, Rick Reckman (my positive psychology teaching partner at Xavier University), and
the one and only, Deb Pinger.

For those in St. Louis that sent me on my way to VIA in Cincinnati, only wanting the best for
me: With a lifelong appreciation to my writing partner Danny Wedding, my friend and former
boss, Ron Margolis, and my dear friend Marilyn Wussler, as well as my buddies Bob and Renae
Achter, Helen Friedman, and Rob Furey.

In an age where other publishers are decidedly uncourageous or stuck in their ways, it is
Hogrefe that has stepped up as one of the leading publishers in the positive psychology
movement. Their outstanding collaborative team and the incredible people that make up the
team are what make this publisher outstanding to work with. For this book, I am speaking of Rob
Dimbleby, who leads and juggles projects with strong social intelligence, perspective, and critical
thinking, and Lisa Bennett, whose blend of mind and heart while editing helped to make my
words shine. Anyone who appreciates this book should send a thank-you note to Rob and Lisa.
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It might sound cliché to say that I have learned from thousands of people, but in this case, it is
true. Since I joined the VIA Institute on Character, I have taught thousands of people, e-mailed
thousands of people, and had hundreds of personal conversations – formal and informal – with
people about this character strengths work. The people have ranged from Oprah Winfrey to a 5-
year-old child; CEOs to janitors; distinguished positive psychology luminaries to young students;
from disgruntled to enthusiastic VIA Survey takers; stalking naysayers to cheerleading zealots.
How could I not learn from all of you? Each interaction, whether face-to- |XX| face, phone, Skype,
or e-mail has played a role in informing, challenging, and supporting my understanding of this
beautifully complex, universally enlightening, constantly-evolving area of character strengths. My
gratitude to all of you, named and unnamed!

To my family at a distance: First off, thank you to my Mom and Dad, both of whom most
strongly influenced who I have become today. And, Lisa, Joey, Bob, Gloria, Monica, J. P., Zara-zen,
Danny P., Ellen, Betty, Alex, Danielle, Marley, Kelly, Jade, Hedy, Chris, Scott, Erin, Benjamin,
Stacey, Austin, Alayna, Aunt Jeanne, Uncle Jerry, Julie, Danny, Kelly, Steve, Dave, Daniela,
Dominic, Charlotte, Uncle JJ, Aunt Laurie, Morgan, Jacob, Aunt Gwen, Uncle Don, and the whole
Juszczyk family – I’m grateful to have you in my life.

And to my family at home – Maya, Ryland, Rhys, Rachelle – it has now become commonplace
for me to say “it won’t take long for me to write that book.” And then it does. Truth be told, a few
months of evening and weekend writing is not a long time but any bit is too long if it takes me
away from you. Thank you for your patience in allowing me to follow my passion. Thank you for
teaching me work–home balance. Thank you for being R4 x M.
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|1| Chapter 1
Foundations of Strengths-Based Practice
Seven Core Concepts of the Science of Character

Introduction
It was 2009. I had written a book on character strengths the previous year and was one of only a
couple of people who had devoted themselves to such an effort on this topic. Yet, I realized I
knew very little about character strengths. I had thoroughly studied the 24 strengths, the
research, the existing applications, and the extensive background on the VIA classification, but a
true depth around the nature of character and versatility of the practice was not there. It would
have been easy for me to think I already knew it all as I arrived at the VIA Institute, but that
would have been a fixed mindset, expert-minded, fateful error. With appreciation for my
strengths of curiosity and hope, I set forth on a course of being open to new ideas and views. It
was not until I had conversations with Neal Mayerson (Chairman of the VIA Institute) that I
expanded my thinking of what is really meant by character. With these dialogues, in addition to
being challenged by the critical thinking and creative thinking of the VIA Institute team, day after
day – along with solitary reflection – I began to truly understand the depths of this work. It is clear
that those who work with character strengths are engaged in the work of a lifetime. These
strengths are the catalysts of positive speech and action that we can use in any situation for the
rest of our life.

By reading this chapter you will build a foundation of character strengths knowledge on which
the practices and character strengths interventions (CSIs) offered in later chapters will rest. I
outline seven core concepts that underlie the character strengths: a common language,
dimensionality and context, plurality, all character strengths matter, different types of strengths,
character strengths can be developed, and being and doing. While the concepts discussed are
not exhaustive, they serve as a springboard for readers, and especially for practitioners working
with individuals from a strength-based approach. To this end, “strengths-based practitioner tips”
are offered to assist the practitioner in moving the idea into action.

As a supplement to this chapter, I recommend your reading Appendix A which offers a
background on the VIA classification of character strengths and virtues and the VIA Survey
measurement tool. Many practitioners will find it helpful to explain these concepts to their clients.
Snapshot 1.1. lists a number of definitions of character strengths from the character strengths
literature.

|2| Character strengths are positive traits/capacities that are personally fulfilling, do not
diminish others, ubiquitous and valued across cultures, and aligned with numerous positive
outcomes for oneself and others.

Snapshot 1.1. What Are Character Strengths?

The wellsprings or mansions of the good life – a life well-lived (Seligman, 2002).
Psychological ingredients – processes or mechanisms – that define the great virtues (e.g., wisdom, justice,
temperance) … distinguishable routes to virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
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Capacities for thinking, feeling, and behaving (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2004).
Positive traits that are core to our being/identity and our doing/behavior (Niemiec, 2014a).
Basic building blocks of a flourishing life; character strengths are the pathways to well-being, described as PERMA –
Positive emotions, Engagement, positive Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment (Seligman, 2011).
The inner determinants of the full life – a life of pleasure, engagement, and meaning (Peterson, Park, & Seligman,
2005).
A family of positive traits reflected in thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Park & Peterson, 2010).
Aspects of personality that are morally valued…the foundation of optimal life-long development and thriving (Park &
Peterson, 2009).
A power to act well, a force that has or can have an effect, the will to act in a human way (“virtue” described in
Comte-Sponville, 2001).
In summing up what these and other researchers across cultures are saying about the character strengths, the VIA
Institute on Character explains that the VIA classification is a “common language” of personality traits that:

1. Reflect our personal identity;
2. Produce positive outcomes for ourselves and others (e.g., well-being, positive relationships, achievement); and
3. Contribute to the collective good.

These are also referred to as the three refractions of the VIA classification.

Common Language
The 24 character strengths, as a group, are a common language that describe what is best in
human beings. This is an innovative discovery as, historically, there has never been a language
of character that crosses cultures. The realities of this principle are everywhere: Coaches and
counselors use this “common language” with their clients to help them identify their best
qualities. Managers use the “language” to help their employees become more productive and
happy at work, and teachers use it to help their students entrench themselves more deeply in
learning. Families use it to create a positive culture at home and individuals use it in their self-
development. Having a language readily understood by all permits each person to be “on the
same page” with others when approaching a challenge, engaging in conversations, and
supporting one another.

It is important to understand that this language is not a random assembly of positive words.
Quite the contrary, as it was the result of a 3-year project and collaboration among scientists.
Under the auspices of the VIA Institute on Character (see Appendix H), a global nonprofit
organization, scientists/scholars Chris Peterson and Martin Seligman led a team of 55 well-known
scientists on this multiyear project that involved an extensive historical review and |3| analysis of
the best thinking on the topic of character in philosophy, virtue ethics, moral education,
psychology, and theology over the past 2,500+ years. The result was a classification of six
virtues (wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence) found universally
in human beings across religions, cultures, nations, and belief systems. After applying various
strengths criteria, 24 character strengths emerged, strongly representing pathways to each of
the six virtues. This research, analysis, and review is discussed at length in the text, Character
Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). See Snapshot
1.2. for an overview of the VIA classification of character strengths and virtues. Measurement
tools were also developed and went through several iterations over the years until they were
finalized with good psychometrics. Two assessments were created - the VIA Inventory of
Strengths (VIA-IS; colloquially referred to as the VIA Survey) for adults and the VIA Youth Survey
for youth between 10- and 17-years-old. Snapshot 1.3. offers talking points for practitioners on
the VIA Survey.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip
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Memorize the dimensions listed next to each character strength to expand your knowledge of the VIA language. You’ll find
this can also enhance the range of strengths you will notice in yourself and in your conversations with others.

A common language means communication doors open. It means practitioners have a template
for thinking about and working with clients. It means clients have a new way of viewing
themselves; the language serves as a guide for understanding the core of who they are. From
this mutual understanding, interventions and strategies can sprout, and conversations in which
client and practitioner mutually spot strengths emerge.

Snapshot 1.2. VIA Classification

Prior to the early 2000s, there did not exist a consensual nomenclature, or common language, for understanding,
studying, and discussing what is best about human beings.
As a common language, the character strength words are readily understood by persons as young as 4-years-old (Fox
Eades, 2008), and there is often an immediate resonance with these inherently good concepts.
It is descriptive, not prescriptive. The emphasis is on classifying psychological ingredients of goodness in human
beings rather than saying anything about what one “should” do.

It is not a taxonomy of strengths as taxonomies require an underlying deep theory explaining multiple
relationships between constructs.

It is holistic in its conceptual framework. The structure suggests cognitive strengths (wisdom), emotional strengths
(courage), social & community strengths (humanity & justice), protective strengths (temperance), and spiritual
strengths (transcendence).
The classification is imperfect. Arguments can be made for strengths to be included or excluded and for virtue
categories to be collapsed. Ongoing research is being conducted and it is possible that, as compelling science
emerges, changes will be made.
Within the VIA classification there is a hierarchy from the broadest construct to the narrowest (Peterson & Seligman,
2004).

Virtues: Characteristics valued by philosophers throughout time.
Character strengths: Pathways to the virtues.
Situational themes: Specific habits that lead people to manifest character strengths in given situations. These
are highly variable to the person and .

|4| Note. The distinction is made here between virtues and character strengths, that virtues are the higher order
(overarching) category within which the character strengths nest. There have been well-over 10 published factor analytic
studies showing the clustering of character strengths under higher order factors, although the quantity of those factors is
not consistent in the literature (see McGrath, 2014, for the largest factor analysis to date). As there is not a substantial,
practical difference guiding us in the research literature on character strengths versus virtues, I will therefore give most
attention in this book to using the term “’character strengths,” which have been studied empirically in positive psychology
far more than virtues.

Snapshot 1.3. VIA Survey

The only free, psychometrically valid, online test measuring the 24 character strengths. Available at
https://www.viacharacter.org
User receives immediate rank-order results.
The survey offers relative comparisons (comparison within oneself) rather than absolute comparisons (comparisons
with others).
Over 5 million users have taken the survey, with increasing numbers each year, and reaching every country across
the globe.
The survey is repeatable over time (good reliability) and it accurately measures what it is supposed to measure (good
validity).
About 37 translations of the VIA Survey.
A new suite of VIA assessments (an outgrowth of the unfolding character strengths research) have been developed to
substantially improve the measurement of character strengths. These include a significant revision of the VIA
Inventory of Strengths (revisions to all 24 scales), two short forms, the Signature Strengths Survey, the Virtues
Survey, and a handful of other measures of character strengths (McGrath, 2017). Users will use the same link to
access the free VIA Survey. As studies emerge and continued analyses are conducted, the VIA Institute responds
accordingly striving to offer the best measure of character strengths from a scientific perspective.
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Strength-Based Practitioner Tip

Be careful to not become too rigid in limiting your thoughts about individuals to one strength or a handful of strengths
(e.g., “here comes the creative person”). Practitioners can take lessons from certain medical and psychological
professionals who rely so heavily on diagnosing others that they only see “the label” in front of them and lose sight of the
actual person. This insight applies to those in character science too. In first learning the VIA language, individuals will
quickly identify with one strength or a handful of strengths and may even overidentify with a particular strength. I am high
in curiosity and individuals can describe me as a curious person but there is much more to who I am than this one
construct. What strengths do you most readily identify with? Least identify with?

As mentioned earlier, the original model of conceptualization from Character Strengths and
Virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) explained the highest level of the hierarchy as virtues,
followed by the 24 character strengths that make up each virtue, which are followed by
situational themes that character strengths are expressed in (see Figure 1.1). As research has
emerged from various studies around the world, additional levels can be considered, at least for
practitioners to reflect on. Figure 1.2 offers some useful distinctions that are relevant for
practitioners. Note that this is not a scientific model, but a conceptual one. The relationships
between each of the elements in the figure have not been deeply explored. One of the two
additions is context, |5| i.e., is the character strength expressed at work, school, home,
community, or another context in general? There are many studies that are context specific, such
as the myriad of studies of character strengths in the workplace context (e.g., Harzer & Ruch,
2012) and the school setting (e.g., Weber, Wagner, & Ruch, 2016). These studies offer the
practitioner and client wisdom as to what outcomes might occur at work or school or home or
community, in general, should character strengths be deployed. This is distinct from the more
nuanced level of situational themes, which has not been explored as deeply. For example, in the
work context, how might signature strengths be expressed differently in a situation with one’s
customers or clients, a situation in which work projects and stress are piling up, a situation of
interacting with one’s boss during an employee review, or the situation of the employee feeling
sick but knowing he or she has to get a project done? The quantity of potential situational themes
are myriad and appear endless in each context. Nevertheless, that is the work of exploration
within the practitioner–client dialogue in regard to strengths use.

Figure 1.1.  VIA Classification hierarchy in Character Strengths and Virtues (2004).
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Figure 1.2.  A practitioner-friendly expansion of the VIA Classification hierarchy, hypothesized from emerging
research.

The other addition in Figure 1.2 is the three virtues – caring, inquisitiveness, and self-control.
McGrath (2015c) studied over one million individuals across four samples and multiple measures
of character strengths and found support for the 24 character strengths splitting into 3 factors.
This was found to be consistent with philosophical accounts of virtues as well as with the
experience of leaders in the fields of moral character and character education. While it could be
argued that these three virtues might replace the six original virtues in this practical
conceptualization, |6| this possibility has not reached a scientific consensus to do so, thus, I have
retained the original to provide more nuance and dialogue for practitioners. Might there be one
“master strength” at an even higher level? Some researchers, practitioners, and theorists argue
for this, most commonly noting perspective/social intelligence (i.e., practical wisdom), self-
regulation, humility, and gratitude, however, there is not much consistency across scientists in
these arguments.

The focus in this book is, of course, the character strengths level; however, readers will find
interventions for the higher levels and much discussion throughout the book on the application of
strengths in different contexts and specific situations therein.

Dimensionality and Context
An honest man who works hard. A woman of integrity who makes good moral decisions. A
business-person with a poor reputation. In today’s world, each of these people would likely be
described as having good or bad character. Such conceptions represent traditional, limited views
of character, popularized over the decades. They have the unfortunate consequence of reflecting
all-or-none perceptions of character. The labeling of people’s character as good/bad, high/low,
positive/negative is pervasive across many cultures and is quickly witnessed, absorbed, and
displayed in societal views of presidents, leaders, movie stars, and professional athletes.

In reality, character is more complex than this. The character of a person, whether that be
Tiger Woods or J. K. Rowling, is multidimensional. Dimensionality means that character is viewed
in degrees; in other words, how much of the character strength of fairness are you displaying?
This is in contrast to a categorical approach used in diagnosing psychological disorders and
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medical disorders in which an individual either meets the criteria for bulimia, panic disorder, or
Type II diabetes, or does not meet the criteria. The person either has the disorder or does not
have the disorder.

The VIA classification and VIA Survey reflect this dimensional approach as character strengths
are expressed in degrees – we have degrees of creativity, honesty, zest, and so on. This is
aligned with the concept of “continuous traits,” in that any character strength can show up
across a wide continuum of more and less (Miller, 2013). Explained another way, using the
example of other personality traits:

Introversion and extraversion are typically conceived and measured as dimensions (as are VIA character strengths)
so asking how many introverts there are is like asking how many tall people there are. The answer depends on
where we choose to make the cut along the dimension of interest. That said, psychological assessment is
dimensional, and although we love the shorthand that allows us to speak about introverts or optimists or geniuses,
the fact remains that there are precious few “types” in psychology, just extreme cases (Chris Peterson, personal
communication, January 5, 2010).

Research using the VIA Survey shows that this view of dimensionality best describes character
strengths (McGrath, Rashid, Park, & Peterson, 2010), but this does not fully exclude a categorical
approach in which a person has or does not have a character strength in a particular situation,
similar to Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) criterion of “selective absence” in establishing the VIA
classification. For example, a child ruthlessly beating another child on the playground may have
an absence of kindness in that situation but that same child may go home and express genuine
kindness to his mother (hence kindness is not completely absent from him). The same could, in
general, not be said about a person with the “categorical label” of alcohol dependence; their
alcoholism is present categorically within them whether they are at work, home, or with friends.
Thus, while all-or-none categorical distinctions such as “you either have creativity or you do not”
are less accurate globally about a person, they may be useful in particular situations. Some moral
character scholars |7| have argued that there is a minimal threshold or certain standards by
which a character trait must first qualify (i.e., categorical trait) before it can be defined as a
continuous trait (Miller, 2013).

Taken further, there is a multidimensionality to each character strength; for example, kindness
involves dimensions of compassion, generosity, care, nurturance, altruism, and niceness, each
offering a different flavor or dimension of this strength called kindness.

“There is no algorithm for life” explains Fowers (2005, p. 13) in his text on virtue practice; in
other words, there will always be subjectivity, unique individual factors, and especially context-
based nuances. The degree of character strengths expression is based on the context one is in.
Context is crucial in understanding and ultimately using character strengths with a practical
wisdom (Fowers, 2005, 2008; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006). Individuals will likely express their
character strengths in different ways and to a greater or lesser extent based on the circumstance
they are in. For example, the level or amount of kindness expressed to an individual’s
relationship partner (e.g., offering to cook dinner) differs in scope from that expressed to a
homeless person on the street (e.g., giving the person $5). Also, the individual might find it very
easy to express kindness to fellow employees yet very difficult in another work situation, such as
while consulting to a client or communicating with his or her supervisor.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

Context is king. Most of life lies in the middle, and is not black or white, all or none, good or bad. Take your highest
character strength. Write about the impact of context on the character strength. To do this, write about one situation in
which you expressed the strength strongly; be sure to reflect on the situation and how it had an impact. Then, write about
a different context in which you expressed the same strength to a much lesser degree. What about the situation – the
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environment, the people, the type of discussion – had the biggest impact on your expression of the strength to a lesser
degree?

Character strengths don’t operate in isolation from settings, rather they are shaped by the
context we are in. One individual might call forth his or her kindness and curiosity when with
friends, use self-regulation and gratitude when eating, draw on leadership and creativity at work,
and show love and teamwork with family. The degree of character strength the person expresses
with family may differ depending on the context – who they are with, where they are, what they
are doing, what the expectations or demands of the situation are, past experiences in the
situation, the family’s culture, and so on. For example, one person’s strength of love may be
expressed to a different degree with a restrained mother versus a jovial father, and it will also
vary based on the location with those people – is everyone at a crowded restaurant, a loud
sporting event, or a movie theater? And, are there situational demands that encourage or
discourage certain strengths (e.g., less humor at a funeral home, more zest when at an outdoor
park)? Is there a family history of being in that situation or are there embedded expectations to
behave a certain way?

Consider the expression of character strength(s) in response to each question as the context is
detailed out and nuance and complexity increase:

How much character strength do you express?
How much curiosity do you express?
How much curiosity do you express at work?
How much curiosity do you express at work when you are with your boss?
How much curiosity do you express at work when you are with your boss talking about
personal matters?
How much curiosity do you express at work when you are with your boss talking about
personal matters and your boss is in a positive mood?
|8| How much curiosity do you express at work when you are with your boss talking about

personal matters and your boss in a positive mood but you are running late for a special
event?

Culture: A Special Kind of Context
The VIA character strengths are frequently described as universal, or ubiquitous, across human
beings regardless of nation, culture, or religious affiliation. The cultural context in which a given
character strength is expressed will often offer a unique appearance of the strength. Many times,
the character strength will manifest itself in a different way for a different purpose, varying
according to the culture; and cultural norms and rituals will frequently reinforce strengths which
help the individual to keep family and community together (Rashid, 2012). In other words, there
are culture-specific nuances in how character strengths are displayed.

At VIA, I am frequently approached by individuals from different cultures who say something
similar to the following: “In my culture, we have ________ , and I think that’s a strength too. Why
isn’t that in the VIA classification?” This important question needs proper exploration of the
culture and exploration of the meaning of the word being queried. Generally speaking, there are
several possible explanations for this, and although empirical evidence is needed around the
nuances, the following points might serve as initial guidance and provide insight:

The strength mentioned is a cultural expression of an existing VIA character strength. For
example, the trait of hospitality common in Middle Eastern cultures might be noted. This is
likely to be, in most instances, a variation of the character strength of kindness. In other
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words, kindness can be presented in a meaningfully unique way as hospitality (however, it is
still kindness being expressed).
The strength mentioned is a compound strength. It is a combination of existing VIA
character strengths. For example, tolerance is hypothesized as the combination of fairness,
kindness, and judgment/critical thinking (Peterson, 2006b; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The
strength of responsibility can be viewed as a blend of perseverance and teamwork
(Peterson, 2006b). The strength of patience, on the other hand, is viewed as a combination
of perseverance, self-regulation, and judgment/critical thinking (Peterson & Seligman,
2004), while others have emphasized fairness and forgiveness from their analyses
(Schnitker & Emmons, 2007).
The strength mentioned is a “culture-bound strength” linked to a particular culture and not
ubiquitous – An important attribute of the VIA classification is the proclamation to not
include any “culture bound strengths” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The example of
ambition might apply here as a major Western trait that certainly exists in other cultures like
certain parts of Africa, but perhaps with less priority and value.
The strength mentioned is a more intense form of an existing VIA character strength. In the
Finnish culture there is sisu, a special strength of determination and resolve to overcome
major adversity. Sisu is cherished in Finland and one way to think about this is as an intense
form of perseverance, and as that perseverance is deployed other character strengths
naturally flow in sisu, including bravery.

I’m not suggesting one or more of the reasons above fully explain and capture all the cultural
nuances (i.e., fairness, kindness, and judgment won’t explain 100% of tolerance), but perhaps
these explanations offer some substantial takeoff points for understanding cultural strengths and
their contextual expression. In the end, the character strengths-based practitioner will ask
questions and explore the nuances of the individual’s culture, rather than offering an
authoritarian or ethnocentric viewpoint.

|9| There are seemingly countless examples of important qualities that arise when the nuances
of an individual’s culture are examined. Lomas (2016) conducted a quasisystematic search for
“untranslatable” words relating to well-being, and “character” was one of three overarching
categories in his framework which he further subdivided into resources and spirituality. Examples
of resources include sumud and baraka, Arabic terms translating to steadfastness and a gift of
spiritual energy transferred from one person to another, respectively. Also included were the
Japanese terms ikigai and sunao, translating respectively to reason for being and a positive
connotation of meekness exemplifying the respect a student gives a teacher. In Lomas’
subcategory of spirituality, he offers a variety of untranslatable words such as smriti, the
Buddhist concept for present-moment awareness. Rashid (2012) suggests additional words that
are specific to particular cultures such as abidance, amiability, duty, piety, and savoir-faire.

Plurality
When Chris Peterson, lead scientist of the development of the VIA classification and former
science director of the VIA Institute, was once asked to share his most important finding from the
myriad of findings and advancements in character strengths science, he responded simply and
distinctly: “Character is plural” (Peterson, personal communication, 2010). What Peterson meant
is that people are not simply kind or humble, brave or hopeful, or honest. Rather, people have
many character strengths, and these strengths are expressed in combinations, with each person
having a unique profile of character strengths. This variation, multiplicity, and uniqueness
informs the rich tapestry of an individual’s character.
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There is a structure to our character – this is best described as a unique profile of strengths
with varying highs and lows (i.e., individuals have higher strengths, middle strengths, and lower
strengths). There are over 5.1 million possible Top 5 combinations of character strengths an
individual might have, and across the full rank order of character strengths from 1 to 24, the
number of potential character strengths profiles is exponentially greater than the number of
people living on the planet. While this seems virtually infinite, when one considers that each
person’s expression of character strengths is unique (e.g., no two people with creativity as a top
strength will express the strength in an identical way), the expression of character strengths (i.e.,
frequency, duration, and intensity) for any individual is truly “one-of-a-kind.” In this way,
character is necessarily individualized and idiosyncratic.

Character strengths are not expressed in isolation but in combinations or constellations with
one another (Biswas-Diener, Kashdan, & Minhas, 2011; Niemiec, 2013; Peterson, 2006a). It is
unlikely that an individual expresses one strength alone. For example, as I sit here typing these
sentences, I’m hopefully expressing some creativity and judgment/critical thinking but there are
also degrees of hope, perspective, leadership, zest, and so on. When we express one character
strength deliberately, many others automatically and fluidly come along for the ride. I have
repeatedly observed that as situations become increasingly complex and challenging, the
number of character strengths being expressed increases. For example, a parent coping with a
new medical diagnosis for one of their children is in the position to act strongly with a panoply of
character strengths, whereas the parent watching a movie with their child is not likely to express
as many character strengths in terms of quantity or intensity.

This leads to the relational concept that character strengths are interdependent – they “inter-
are” (Niemiec, 2012), to build from the Buddhist concept of interbeing (Nhat Hanh, 1993). There
are dynamics that occur as the strengths interact with one another, cause increases in one
another, or hinder the expression of one another. It is difficult to be creative without some level
of curiosity. Can you express kindness in a strong way without expressing humility and perhaps a
small dose of bravery? This concept of virtue interdependence has been observed by |10| the
great philosophers, including Plato, who observed that the four virtues of justice, wisdom,
temperance, and courage are interdependent –if one virtue is missing, and especially if justice is
missing, then the other three cannot be fully achieved. For the ancient Athenians, social
contribution and personal flourishing were both wrapped up in the concept of virtue. A
fundamental principle of their beliefs was that virtues represented a seamless whole. To be
virtuous required excellence in all the virtues, not just one, an idea that has been called the
reciprocity of the virtues. As the moral philosopher Susan Wolf has framed it (although not
without philosophical rebuttals) – to have one virtue is to have them all (2007). And, when
scientists have examined the correlations of the 24 character strengths with one another (i.e.,
creating an intercorrelation matrix), they have found that all the strengths have a relationship
with one another to some degree. Some strengths relate very highly to one another (e.g., zest
and hope), while others relate minimally to one another (e.g., humility and love of learning).

Strength-Based Practitioner Tip

Bring together the concepts of dimensionality, context, and plurality of character. Picture the character strengths as 24
stocks side-by-side on the New York Stock Exchange with jagged lines rising and falling throughout the day. These
increasing and decreasing frequency waves represent your character strength expression. In any situation, you are
expressing high, low, and medium levels of each of the 24 strengths. Choose an activity that you engage in that has a high
level of meaning to you (e.g., giving a 2-hour presentation, leading an important work meeting, having dinner with a friend
while conversing about life problems). Rate each of the 24 strengths from 1–10 in terms of the degree to which you are
expressing them at the beginning, middle, and end of the activity. The plurality of strengths expression, the nuances of
degree, and the importance of context should become immediately clear to you.
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All 24 Character Strengths Matter
When people take the VIA Survey and look at their results, they are sometimes pleased and
proud and other times they are disappointed. Much of this relates to the level of meaning and
importance they place on certain strengths and where they expected or wanted those strengths
to be in their rank-order profile. In reality, it doesn’t matter if the individual is high in self-
regulation or kindness or curiosity. Each of the 24 character strengths is positive and can be used
for the good. Each is associated with different positive outcomes in character science. Each is a
capacity that can be enhanced. Therefore, each of the 24 character strengths is important.

Some character strengths have more direct links with happiness; others enable opportunities in
achievement and reaching goals; and others appear more connected to better physical health.
Table 1.1 maps out a handful of the positive associations for each of the 24 character strengths
as originally offered in Peterson and Seligman (2004). Some updates can be found in other
sources (e.g., Niemiec, 2013; 2014a; Niemiec & Wedding, 2014).

Character strengths have important consequences. These consequences or outcomes differ
according to the particular strength. For example, zest and hope are the character strengths
found repeatedly to be the most strongly linked with happiness (Park, Peterson, & Seligman,
2004; Peterson; Ruch, Beermann, Park, & Seligman, 2007; Proctor, Maltby, & Linley, 2009;
Shimai, Otake, Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006), and there is some evidence that character
strengths can “cause” happiness (Proyer, Ruch, & Buschor, 2013). Perseverance is a character
strength especially associated with academic achievement ( |11| Lounsbury, Fisher, Levy, &
Welsh, 2009; Park & Peterson, 2009). The character strength of gratitude has been linked with
high positive emotion, optimism, life satisfaction, vitality, religiousness and spirituality, and less
depression and envy than less grateful individuals (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). These studies
show that some character strengths matter more for specific outcomes. Likewise, some character
strengths might matter more at particular periods in life. For example, in a representative sample
of adults in Switzerland, strengths that promote affiliation and commitment were among those
most aligned with well-being for adults in their late 20s and early 30s; strengths that support
maintenance of family and work for those in their late 30s through mid-40s; and strengths that
facilitate a vital involvement with the environment for those in their late 40s through late 50s
(Martinez-Marti & Ruch, 2014).

Table 1.1.  Character Strengths Associations Noted in Peterson and Seligman (2004)

Character Strength Positive Correlates

Creativity Openness to new experiences; cognitive flexibility

Curiosity Positive affect; willingness to challenge stereotypes; creativity; desire for challenge in work and
play; goal perseverance; adept at making complex decisions;
excitement/enjoyment/attentiveness; engagement and achievement in academic settings;
sense of subjective well-being

Judgment Adept at problem solving; increased cognitive ability; more resistant to suggestion and
manipulation; more effective in dealing with stress

Love of learning More adept at navigating obstacles/challenges; autonomy; resourcefulness; increased sense of
possibility; self-efficacy; healthy, productive aging; more likely to seek/accept challenges;
decreased levels of stress

Perspective Successful aging; life satisfaction; maturity; open-mindedness; even-temperedness; sociability;
social intelligence

Bravery Prosocial orientation; internal locus of control; self-efficacy; ability to delay gratification;
tolerance for ambiguity/uncertainty; capacity to assess risk; capacity for reflection; involvement
in socially worthy aims; capacity to create and sustain high quality connections with others

Perseverance Achievement/goal completion; resourcefulness; self-efficacy
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Honesty Positive mood; life satisfaction; openness to new experiences; empathy; conscientiousness;
capacity for self-actualization; agreeableness; emotional stability; effort/goal attainment

Zest Autonomy; connection with others; goal attainment

Love Positive relationships with others; healthy balance between dependency and autonomy;
positive social functioning; higher self-esteem; less susceptibility to depression; capacity to
cope with stress

Kindness Overall mental and physical health; longevity

Social intelligence Smooth social functioning; life judgment; lower levels of aggression; lower incidence of
substance abuse

Teamwork (framed as
citizenship)

Social trust; positive view of human nature

Fairness Perspective; self-reflection; cooperation; leadership; altruism; prosocial behavior

Leadership Cognitive skills/intelligence; flexibility/adaptability; emotional stability; internal locus of control;
integrity; interpersonal skills; creativity/resourcefulness

Forgiveness Prosocial behaviors; agreeableness; emotional stability; lower levels of anger, anxiety,
depression, and hostility

Humility Perspective; forgiveness; self-regulation; capacity to attain self-improvement goals

|12| Prudence Cooperativeness; interpersonal warmth; sociability; assertiveness; positive emotion;
imaginativeness; curiosity; insightfulness; physical health; longevity; optimism, internal locus of
control; high achievement/performance; lower levels of anger expression

Self-regulation High levels of academic achievement; self-esteem; self-acceptance; capacity to control anger;
secure interpersonal attachments; high levels of satisfaction with social relationships; lower
levels of anxiety and depression; perceived by others as more likable/trustworthy

Appreciation of beauty &
excellence

Openness to experience; altruism; devotion to others/larger community; capacity for
change/self-improvement

Gratitude Positive emotion; life satisfaction; optimism; prosocial behavior; increased cardiovascular and
immune functioning; longevity; lower levels of anxiety and depression; openness to experience;
agreeableness; conscientiousness; less neuroticism

Hope Achievement; positive social relationships; physical well-being; active problem-solving; lower
levels of anxiety and depression; conscientiousness; diligence; ability to delay gratification

Humor Positive mood; capacity to manage stress; creativity; intelligence; less neuroticism

Spirituality Self-regulation; lower levels of substance abuse; positive social relationships; marital stability;
forgiveness; kindness; compassion; altruism; volunteerism, philanthropy; happiness; sense of
purpose; life satisfaction; capacity to cope with illness and stress

Reproduced with permission from Niemiec, R. M. (2014a). Mindfulness and character strengths: A practical guide to flourishing.
Boston, MA: Hogrefe Publishing.

From what scholars, researchers, and practitioners are observing, each of the 24 character
strengths appear to be present, in varying degrees, in human beings. It is easy to overlook or
take for granted the smaller degrees of strengths use. In fact, you have probably used all 24
character strengths in the last couple days. For example, this morning did you brush your teeth,
wash your body, get dressed, and eat breakfast? If you did any of these, you were using some
level of self-regulation and prudence. These are “little” uses of two strengths that happen to
consistently be two of the least endorsed character strengths across the globe (McGrath, 2015b;
Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006). Researchers have long been interested in drawing distinctions
between “big” and “small” uses of character strengths; for example, “big C” creativity
(Simonton, 2000) can be seen in Mozart’s 9th Symphony, Jean Pierre-Jeunet’s film Amelie (2001),
and Van Gogh’s “Starry Night” painting, while “little c” creativity can be seen in a flash of insight
we have about a personal struggle and in a new idea to arrange the flowers on our kitchen table.
Elsewhere, I have shared several examples of “big” and “little” character strengths use found in
the research literature and other sources (Niemiec, 2014a). To highlight the subtle, often
unconscious uses of these character strengths, Table 1.2 offers examples of how each of the 24
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strengths may appear in “little” doses. Of course, the word “little” should not be taken literally in
terms of its importance as small doses of character strengths not only are the ingredients of
“big” uses of character strengths but can potentially serve as important sources of meaning and
positive impact in and of themselves.

|13| Table 1.2.  Examples of “Little” Character Strengths Use

Character Strength “Little” Example of Everyday Use

Creativity Thinking up a new story to tell your child.

Curiosity Asking a neighbor a couple of questions.

Judgment/Critical thinking Reading two very different news columns to get different views.

Love of learning Reading three online articles about the same topic.

Perspective Offering a one-liner of advice to a clerk who seems to be having a bad day.

Bravery Driving downtown when one is afraid of heavy traffic.

Perseverance Deciding to respond to 10 emails in a row and completing the task.

Honesty Admitting a mistake when one recalls a situation inaccurately.

Zest Taking a brisk 10-minute walk on a break.

Love Listening carefully to a colleague who had a rough day.

Kindness Holding the elevator for someone.

Social intelligence Asking a family member how they are feeling when they show a distressed facial
expression.

Teamwork Asking a team member for feedback on a work project.

Fairness When giving candy to neighborhood children, making sure every child gets the same
quantity.

Leadership Organizing a gathering of friends for lunch at a restaurant.

Forgiveness Letting go of the tension created when someone cuts you off in traffic.

Humility Holding off on sharing positive news so the other person can share their story.

Prudence Planning a quick breakfast for two.

Self-regulation Brushing and flossing one’s teeth in the morning.

Appreciation of beauty &
excellence

Marveling at the skill and grace of an Olympic downhill skier.

Gratitude Offering a personal thanks to the universe upon waking up in the morning.

Hope Feeling optimistic about an upcoming work meeting.

Humor Smiling to a stranger on public transportation.

Spirituality Feeling a sense of meaning during a mindfulness practice.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

“Little” character strengths use is so commonplace and so often taken for granted that it easily occurs without our
awareness. Consider each of the 24 character strengths. Jot down one way you used several of your character strengths
this week that was at least moderately useful to you. Make note of the outcome that each strength led to or contributed to.
For example, your conscientious planning in being on time for a meeting (prudence) led to extra time for productive group
discussion; your good eating habits at breakfast (self-regulation) contributed to your feeling more vital and healthy
throughout your morning; your favor for a colleague (kindness) led them to smile and experience a moment of joy thus
contributing to your positive relationship with them. Note that there are often a multitude of factors that can contribute to
such outcomes so your noting of the outcomes will often be speculation; however, this exercise can still be useful for
drawing potential links between character strengths and benefits/valued outcomes.
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|14| One of the dominant theories in positive psychology is the well-being theory articulated by
Seligman (2011) and framed in the acronym PERMA (see Snapshot 1.1), in which each letter
stands for an independent, measurable pathway to a flourishing life – a full life of substantial
well-being. Seligman describes the integral relationship the 24 character strengths have with
flourishing as follows: “In well-being theory, these twenty-four strengths underpin all five
elements, not just engagement: deploying your highest strengths leads to more positive emotion,
to more meaning, to more accomplishment, and to better relationships” (p. 24).

Table 1.3 shows a handful of the empirical connections between these five areas of flourishing
(i.e., PERMA) and character strengths. In practical terms, this means that an individual can
deliberately use their character strengths to engage more fully in their work, to find more
meaning in life, to experience positive emotions, to improve relationships, and to accomplish
goals. One study (Peterson et al., 2007) looked specifically at the relationship between the
character strengths and three PERMA elements (the pleasure/positive emotions, engagement,
and meaning components of authentic happiness theory) and identified those strengths that
most highly correlated with those elements.

Table 1.3.  The Interconnection of PERMA and Character Strengths Research

Flourishing Element Research Studies Comment Specific Correlates Found
in Peterson et al. (2007)

Positive emotion Güsewell & Ruch (2012);
Lavy & Littman-Ovadia
(2016); Quinlan, Swain,
Cameron, & Vella-Brodrick
(2014)

Study populations range from
employees to students and
people in the community

Humor, zest, hope, social
intelligence, love

Engagement Brdar & Kashdan, (2010);
Madden, Green, & Grant,
(2011); Peterson et al. (2005)

An abundance of studies link
engagement, character
strengths, and well-being

Zest, curiosity, hope,
perseverance, perspective

Relationships (positive) Kashdan, McKnight, Fincham,
& Rose (2011); Veldorale-
Brogan, Bradford, & Vail
(2010); Weber & Ruch
(2012a)

A critical factor here is the
relational intimacy that is
created by character
strengths use

N/A

Meaning Berthold & Ruch (2014);
Littman-Ovadia & Steger
(2010); Vella-Brodrick, Park,
& Peterson (2009)

An abundance of studies link
meaning, character
strengths, and well-being

Spirituality, gratitude, hope,
zest, curiosity

Accomplishment Peterson & Park (2009);
Shoshani & Slone (2012);
Wagner & Ruch (2015)

Studies range from
achievements in the military,
classroom, and workplace

N/A

To drive home this concept that all 24 character strengths matter, consider the strength that
typically turns up last in my character strengths profile – humor. I highly value humor and
playfulness and use the strength regularly. I use it to connect with new people in conversation, to
be socially appropriate, and sometimes consciously bring it forth to deal with life stress. I
particularly love using playfulness with my young children. This is where my lower strength really
shines. All that said, humor does deserve to be toward the bottom of my profile because I don’t
turn to humor as the first-line way to connect with others in social situations, telling jokes and
funny stories that entice new connections or captivate audiences. I feel awkward when it seems
that a situation calls for something funny in the moment and I don’t have a witty |15| remark to
offer. As I reflect on my use of this strength, one of the key differences between me and
someone who has humor as a signature strength is that I express it more reactively than
proactively. With the exception of playing with my children, where I am very proactive with
playfulness, I will typically be reactive with smiles and laughter in response to others’ humor
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rather than initiating the jokes. Using humor and playfulness is important to help me be well-
rounded, more versatile, and in some situations, happier. Could I train my humor strength and
become a comedian? Sure, and there is research showing humor is malleable and can be built up
with training (McGhee, 1999; Proyer, Gander, Wellenzohn, & Ruch, 2014a; Wellenzohn, Proyer, &
Ruch, 2016a). But, in reality, the value for me personally to elevate this strength up to the ceiling
is low. I’ll leave my humor where it is, appreciated and valued, but in the basement.

Different Types of Strengths
An important pathway towards understanding character strengths is to understand what they are
not. One way to explore this insight is to understand the other types of “strengths” that human
beings have; namely, talents, skills, interests, resources, and values. Appendix E lists the
differences between the VIA Survey and two other tests: the Gallup StrengthsFinder 2.0 and
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, which are two popular tests for strengths such as these. And, we
can place a microscope on character strengths and examine its many subsets, such as signature
strengths, phasic strengths, and lower strengths. What immediately follows are other general
strengths categories and their connections with character strengths.

Talents (What We Do Naturally Well)
The study of expertise has found that developing a talent takes thousands of hours of practice,
actually 10,000 hours of deliberate practice over at least 10 years (Ericsson & Ward, 2007). How
could the world-class pianist, the superstar home-run hitter, or the champion chess player
possibly develop their talent without intense use of the character strengths of perseverance and
self-regulation? Several other strengths need to be used, such as zest where the individual exerts
significant energy, passion, and enthusiasm, throwing themselves into their practice each day.
The leading work in talents/abilities is the theory of multiple intelligence from Howard Gardner
(1983), a Harvard psychologist, who proposed humans have not one intelligence but at least 7
core intelligences or talents: Intrapersonal, interpersonal, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily-
kinesthetic, linguistic, and musical. This theory has stood strong for over three decades. The
Olympic athlete actualizes his or her bodily-kinesthetic intelligence/talent, in large part, because
of extensive self-regulation, perseverance, prudence, hope, and many other character strengths,
whereas the person who is naturally gifted at communicating with others (i.e., an interpersonal
intelligence/talent) is probably using perspective, social intelligence, fairness, and creativity.
Consider the young man who used his curiosity and interest in the world to build his spatial
intelligence. He asked questions about his environment, explored new neighborhoods where he
lived, and soon he had mentally mapped out the city he lived in; he had used his curiosity to
make the most of his talent for spatial reasoning.

Skills (What We Train Ourselves to Do)

As individuals build up a proficiency, such as learning on-the-job tasks and trades, it is likely they
are being driven by the character strength of hope in that there is a wider purpose or reason that
they are learning the skill. For example, the person may be trying to gain promotion in |16| their
place of employment by learning a new computer program or attaining a certification in some
skill which will help them improve their job performance. In some cases, the strength of love of
learning might be a driver. Conceivably, any of the 24 character strengths can drive the building
of a skill. Youth are often trained in certain skills that schools, parents, coaches, and other
professions perceive the child or adolescent is lacking, such as anger management skills or
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communication skills. In these instances, it is often the strength of the parent or professional that
is driving the interest in skill-building, such as the character strength of love to want the best for
the child or hope for the child to have a better life.

Interests (Our Passions)

Research is showing an important link between our signature strengths and our interests; namely
our natural, harmonious passions in life (Forest et al., 2012). Our highest character strengths –
and not only love of learning and curiosity – are intrinsically linked with our interests and life
passions. We might choose hobbies and other interest areas in order to express particular
character strengths. I play one-on-one sports because I can express my perseverance and zest,
team sports because I can bring forth teamwork and social intelligence, and online chess so I can
exercise my judgment/critical thinking and perspective strengths together. No doubt my passion
for collecting Pez dispensers allows me to tap into my playfulness/humor strength. In my work, I
have a strong interest in educating others about universal phenomena in human beings such as
character strengths, mindfulness, savoring, and spirituality. When my interests and passions are
ignited, so are my character strengths. As I teach, my zest and enthusiasm elevate, and my hope
and love strengths enliven as I see the immediate impact these teachings have on people’s lives
and the many ways these could be used in their future and my future. The connection between
my strengths of character and my strengths of interest seems inseparable. It is a synergy – a
swirl of fervor and excitement.

Resources (Our External Supports)

The only category of strengths that is external to us is resources. Resources are those important
supports to us such as living in a safe neighborhood, having several close friends, being part of a
good learning community, and having family to rely on. Building up and maintaining our social
and spiritual resources takes character, such as those strengths that help us in relationships
(e.g., fairness, kindness, forgiveness) and those that help us connect outside of ourselves (e.g.,
spirituality, gratitude, hope).

Values (What We Internally Hold Dear)
Values live in our heads and thus exist in our thoughts and emotions; values do not tell us about
our actions or behaviors. An individual can have a value for family but that resides in their
thoughts and emotions; to spent time with family and show love, kindness, and fairness to one’s
family takes “character” and is essentially putting one’s values into action. Thus, character is not
only about cognition and emotion, it is also about bringing what’s in our head into our behaviors
in the world. It’s interesting to note that the name of the nonprofit organization behind the work
of the VIA classification and VIA Survey was originally “Values in Action Institute.” The name was
later changed to appropriately represent what is central to this work – character – hence the
name for well over a decade has been VIA Institute on Character.

|17| The Driving Force
Character strengths cut across each of the strength categories as a driving force, catalyzing or
intimately connecting with the other strength domains. There’s a moving story of a young man
named Benny, a talented and influential presenter to businesses and youth education programs.
Benny was married, had two children, a strong spiritual community, and many friends. He was a
charismatic man with many talents, resources, and interests. Unfortunately, job stress, financial
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struggles, and peer temptation began to impact Benny and he turned to selling drugs to
supplement his income. Benny noticed his resources began to dwindle as he prioritized the
wrong crowd and avoided his childhood friends. His situation worsened as he sunk deep into this
dangerous lifestyle. One day, when walking to his car in broad daylight, he was shot several
times in the stomach and arms. Benny underwent 17 surgeries and meanwhile lost all his
financial savings, could no longer hold down his job, his wife left him, and he became estranged
from his children and church community. These circumstances were accompanied by deep
feelings of depression which almost always means anhedonia – a loss of interest in what he was
previously interested in. As the young man recounted his story to me he also shared a stirring
insight that came to him one day while lying in a hospital bed staring at the ceiling: “I had lost
everything, the people in my life, my money, my job, and even use of parts of my body, but one
thing I did not lose was my core strengths. These could not be taken away from me.” He was
speaking about his bravery, honesty, creativity, social intelligence, and hopefulness.

In summary, talents can be squandered, resources can be quickly lost, interests wane and
change, skills diminish over time, but when all seems completely lost, we still have our character
strengths. When focused on, our character strengths crystallize and evolve and can integrate
with these other positive qualities to contribute to the greater good.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

Neal Mayerson has offered the concept of the “power zone” to refer to the successful alignment of talents, character
strengths, resources, and interests. Many people are deployed at work in areas within their competence (talent) but the
work does not connect with them as human beings (character). Mayerson (2015) describes these people as “succeeding
without fulfillment.” However, if our strengths can be aligned with what we are good at and what we are interested in, then
we can succeed with fulfillment and meaning. For example, an accountant who is talented and passionate about working
with numbers and configuring information on computers can find ways to apply their highest character strengths at work
(e.g., perhaps they regularly use judgment/critical thinking to solve computer problems or they use their zest/energy in
their work interactions on breaks and at team meetings). They are then said to be in the power zone. This would be viewed
as an area of optimal functioning or flourishing. However, future research is needed to bear out the various benefits of
integrating and aligning these different types of strengths.

Think of a time when you were working and in the power zone. Describe your experience in terms of your expression of
each of the types of strengths. How might you create more power zone experiences in your future? What strengths would
you need to get involved?

Character Strengths Subsets
Most of these concepts are explored in greater depth in later chapters and therefore the following
explanations will be short. These are listed below in order from most to least researched.

|18| Signature Strengths

Those character strengths that are most central to who the person is and that best capture their
uniqueness or essence. They also are likely to be more energizing to use and more natural to
express than the other strengths in the person’s profile.

Happiness Strengths

Across several studies in different cultures, a handful of character strengths repeatedly emerge
as most correlated with life satisfaction, a type of happiness. Those strengths, starting from
(typically) the strongest correlation are zest, hope, love, gratitude, and curiosity (see, for
example, Buschor, Proyer, & Ruch, 2013; Park et al., 2004).
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Lower Strengths

Sometimes called lesser strengths or bottom strengths, these character strengths emerge in the
Bottom 4–7 of an individual’s profile. These are not viewed as weaknesses, rather as strengths
that are either undeveloped, unrealized, not as valued as other strengths, or, at the least, less
used compared to other strengths in the profile.

Phasic Strengths

The “rise to the occasion” strengths, meaning that when a given situation demands use of a
particular strength that is not the person’s signature strength, the individual can not only call the
strength forward but do so strongly and adaptively.

Middle Strengths

Character strengths that likely support or readily enhance the display of an individual’s signature
strengths. Sometimes called “supportive strengths,” these round out the middle of a person’s
character strengths profile.

Lost Strengths

These character strengths have gone dormant for a period or eroded from the individual’s
consciousness and use. A character strength might have been suppressed by an authority figure
(e.g., parent, teacher, manager, sport coach, sibling, friend) or discouraged due to cultural or
social constraints. A lost strength can conceivably be any character strength in the individual’s
profile.

Character Strengths Can Be Developed
I recall a middle-aged woman approaching me prior to a workshop I was about to deliver in
Sydney, Australia. She approached me with excitement, eager to share her news. She told me
she had taken the VIA Survey 6 years prior and discovered her character strength of self-
regulation to be number 24 in her rank order. She had been unhappy about this and so worked
hard to deliberately improve her self-regulation over the years, discovering it was fairly easy
|19| for her to do so. When she took the VIA Survey a week prior to the workshop, she found it to

be number 2. She shared several explanations for how she elevated her strength. While there
can be many reasons for this shift in rank-order and what precisely accounted for her change in
self-regulation, there is reason to believe she directly impacted one of her character strengths.

A commonly held traditional belief over the last century is that our character – much like an
engraved mark etched in stone – is immutable and unchanging. New research in personality
psychology shows that personality is more changeable than originally thought (Blackie, Roepke,
Forgeard, Jayawickreme, & Fleeson, 2014; Harris, Brett, Johnson, & Deary, 2016; Hudson &
Fraley, 2015; Roberts et al., 2017), and that the change is not necessarily slow and gradual,
occurring across many years, which was another previously held assumption. In addition, the
new science of character strengths ushered in by the VIA classification has shed light on this
error. First, it’s important to appreciate the stability of character strengths. Data from 11,635
repeat VIA Survey takers, separated by at least 6 months, found that less than 1% of repeat
takers have no overlap among their Top 5 strengths from Time 1 to Time 2, and 76% of repeat
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takers have 3–5 strengths in common in their Top 5 from Time 1 to Time 2 (Niemiec, 2009). In
addition, longitudinal research examining the virtues of the VIA classification in children between
the ages of 12 and 14 found character virtue stability over 3 years; these researchers noted that
in addition to girls scoring higher than boys across the six virtues, there was only a slight
increase in the virtues of humanity and justice over three assessment periods (Ferragut, Blanca,
& Ortiz-Tallo, 2014).

We are learning that character strengths can be developed. Research in personality has found
that personality traits can shift for a number of reasons, including normative changes based on
our genetics and predictable changes in social role (e.g., getting married, having a child) as well
as nonnormative changes. Nonnormative changes include less common but deliberately chosen
changes in one’s social role (e.g., joining the military) and atypical life events (e.g., going through
a trauma) (Borghans, Duckworth, Heckman, & ter Weel, 2008). In a study of the latter, gratitude,
hope, kindness, leadership, love, spirituality, and teamwork all increased in a US sample (but not
a European sample) 2 months after the September 11th (2001) attack on the World Trade Center
in New York City (Peterson & Seligman, 2003). Ten months later these character strengths were
still elevated but to a lesser degree.

Another factor that has been shown to impact personality change is deliberate interventions
focused on improving a trait. The latter is particularly exciting and applicable to the themes in
this book as strength-based practitioners are especially interested in impacting changes in one
part of our personality – our character strengths. Intervention studies are showing that our traits
are malleable and that intentional changes can have a positive impact (Hudson & Fraley, 2015;
Roberts et al., 2017; Yeager, Johnson et al., 2014). Personality theorist Will Fleeson (2001) has
written widely about this with his “density distribution model” of traits, which offers a promising
resolution to the decades-old, person-situation debate: Is personality mostly the result of
individual trait differences or changes in context/situational cues? According to Fleeson’s model,
traits are stable in that there is reliable between-person variation (people are consistently distinct
from one another), and are changeable in that there is significant within-person variation (people
display a variety of qualities) based on the situation (Blackie et al., 2014; Fleeson, 2001, 2004;
Fleeson, Malanos, & Achille, 2002). This model suggests there is a wide range of possibility for
people to develop their traits, especially strengths of character. In discussing virtue theory,
Bright (2016), echoing numerous philosophers over the centuries, explains that virtues are traits
that are second-nature to the person, developable, and acquired through intention and effort.

In a study of thousands of employees across 65 countries, Michelle McQuaid and the VIA
Institute on Character (2015) tested a brief strengths intervention involving three steps of habit
|20| change – cue, routine, reward – based on McQuaid’s work connecting character strengths

and positive habits (McQuaid & Lawn, 2014) and research on habit theory (Duhigg, 2012). They
found that strengths (not specified as character strengths per se) were malleable to the degree
that there were the following results among this large sample of employees:

41% improved their ability to name their own strengths.
60% became better at setting weekly strength-based goals.
41% improved their feeling of having the opportunity to do what they did best each day.
39% improved the likelihood of having a meaningful strengths conversation with their
supervisor.
32% felt their organization was more committed to developing their strengths.
Additional benefits included: greater flourishing, engagement, and feeling valued,
energized, and like they were making a difference.
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The development of character is not a new topic, and neither is the argument that intentional or
deliberate interventions can be deployed to improve a character strength. Many centuries ago,
Aristotle (4 BCE/2000) and Saint Thomas Aquinas (1265–1273/1989) emphasized that virtue
could be acquired through practice. One of the founding fathers of the US, Benjamin Franklin
(1962), set up a personal system in which he placed his attention on improving one virtue per
week while leaving the other virtues to “their ordinary chance.” Franklin tracked his progress and
journaled about his experiences. In his autobiography, he described this approach as contributing
greatly to his happiness and life successes. People can learn to be more curious, more grateful,
more fair, or better critical thinkers. The key is to create new habits through practice and effort
over time, which allows us to break free from routines. Many others have recently echoed the
importance of building character strengths through practice and habit creation (see Franklin,
2009; Linley, 2008; McQuaid & Lawn, 2014; Niemiec, 2014a; Peterson, 2006a).

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

Remember what Aristotle observed and Chris Peterson echoed: “We are what we repeatedly do.” We can make a practice
out of virtue and out of strengths use. Making the practice a routine is one route of strengths development. Using this
observation as a personal motto (for yourself and your clients) can serve to awaken your potential.

Being and Doing
The mindfulness literature has offered an important distinction between being and doing (Kabat-
Zinn, 1990; Niemiec, 2014a; Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2013). We can go about our day as
“human doers” running around from task to task, multitasking, thinking only about what’s next to
do, and not present and aware for most of it. Or, we can infuse a sense of being present to our
day – connecting with the food we are eating, noticing the greens of the trees as we drive down
the expressway, seeing the smile on our loved one’s face, and so on. Mindfulness practice, in
many ways, is about developing “our mode of being.”

The concepts of being and doing are also relevant to this character strengths work, but in a
different way. The work of character strengths is clear: it is being and doing. It is “being” because
character strengths work is about our identity, understanding who we are, and helping us to “be
ourselves.” It is also about “doing” because character strengths are about expressing these 24
strengths into the world, taking action, and doing the good that needs to be done. It’s about
putting our values into action.

|21| There is support for both approaches in the literature: Research on signature strengths
reflects our “being” – our identity – those strengths most core to us (for example, Seligman,
Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). As researcher Rhett Diessner observed: “Traits are ontologically
closer to the core of human being than is thinking or reasoning” (Diessner, Davis, & Toney, 2009,
p. 255); existence and being before thinking. At the same time, there is plenty of research linking
character strengths and different types of performance – which can be viewed as our “doing” –
putting our best qualities into action (for example, Lounsbury et al., 2009; Wagner & Ruch,
2015).

During psychology graduate school, I spent a lot of my free time writing poetry, drinking
scotch, and reading philosophy books. I’m not sure how much I retained from the latter but one
thing was clear – there was a heated debate around the nature of humans as people who are
essentially “being” or “becoming.” Loosely speaking, “being” refers to wholeness and
completeness in the moment, while “becoming” refers to the constantly changing and evolving
nature of life. In extrapolating from the complexities and depth of the philosophy, I’ll offer a
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simplistic vision. The character strengths describe our essential nature – who we are in the world
(i.e., our being-ness). For example, someone might say “I define myself as a person who is kind,
loving, humble, and curious.” At the same time, the expression of our character strengths
reflects what we are “becoming” – not only our actions and how we connect but our changing
nature (i.e., our doing-ness). For example, expressing love to a spouse, gratefulness to a
coworker, and leadership to a staff.

In the words of the virtue scholar Andre Comte-Sponville (2001):

Virtue is a way of being, Aristotle explained, but an acquired and lasting way of being: it is what we are (and
therefore what we can do), and what we are is what we have become…it is our way of being and acting humanly …
our power to act well. (p. 3)

We can view ourselves through the lens of our character strengths and see our true nature is
both being strong at being ourselves (i.e., authenticity) and doing well by bringing that strength
to benefit others (i.e., expressing goodness).

Chapter Summary

The character strengths provide a common language to describe what is best in human beings.
An optimal approach to character is a dimensional view rather than a categorical one, and, taken a step further, the
character strengths themselves are multidimensional. We have more or less of a particular strength, therefore
strengths are expressed in degrees, which vary by the context.
Character strengths are plural in that each person has a unique profile of character strengths and they are expressed
in combinations rather than in isolation.
All 24 of the character strengths are within each person and associated with different positive outcomes, therefore all
24 character strengths matter.
There are many kinds of strengths human beings have, such as talents and interests, and there are many subtypes of
character strengths, such as phasic strengths and happiness strengths.
Character strengths are somewhat stable, context-dependent characteristics; they can be developed with practice.
Character strengths are both “being” and “doing” – they are essential for both understanding who we are and for
behavioral expression/performance.
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|22| Chapter 2
Signature Strengths
Research and Practice

Introduction
In the Character Strengths and Virtues publication (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) that articulated
the criteria, development, and framework for the VIA classification, there were over 2,000
scholarly references and 800 pages of discussion of these 24 character strengths yet not more
than a few sentences addressed the topic of “signature strengths.” Nevertheless, those few
words were enough as numerous studies on signature strengths have emerged since 2004,
articulating the benefits and value of signature strengths. Studies have examined correlation,
causation, mediators, moderators, populations, assessment, and interventions in attempting to
understand this robust topic. This chapter reviews those research findings and offers practical
strategies for working with signature strengths.

Why Are Signature Strengths Important?
The case can quickly be made for the significance of signature strengths from not only the
science that has emerged over the last couple decades but also from the perspective of the
problem of chronic disengagement across organizations, relationships, and individuals. Here’s a
snapshot of both.

Disengagement of individuals – A lack of flourishing. Research has found that less than 25%
of the US population is flourishing (Keyes, 2003), and similar results are found in other
countries such as New Zealand, (Hone, Jarden, Duncan, & Schofield, 2015). This means that
people are not functioning with a high level of well-being, socially and psychologically.

Support for strengths. One study found that those people who use their strengths a lot
are 18 times more likely to be flourishing than those who do not use their strengths
(Hone et al., 2015). Each of the core elements of flourishing – positive emotions,
engagement, meaning, positive relationships, and achievement (Seligman, 2011) – are
significantly linked with character strengths (see Table 1.1 in Chapter 1).

Disengagement of individuals – A general unawareness of strengths. Survey research has
shown that two-thirds of people are unaware of their strengths (Linley, 2008). Thus, if
people don’t know who they are and what they’re capable of, how can they be expected to
perform well on the job or in life?

Support for strengths. A representative sample of New Zealand workers found that
those who were highly aware of their strengths were nine times more likely to be
flourishing than those who were unaware (Hone et al., 2015). Character strengths have
been connected with engagement in a number of studies (e.g., Peterson et al., 2007).

|23| Disengagement of couples. Relationships are suffering, with high divorce rates for new
marriages.

Support for strengths. Research is mounting not only for the value of appreciation but,
in particular, for strengths appreciation. In studies of couples, those who report that
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their partner both recognizes and appreciates their signature strengths have higher
relationship satisfaction, are more committed to the relationship, and report their basic
needs are getting met (Kashdan et al., 2017). Several studies draw connections
between character strengths and relationship health (e.g., Lavy, Littman-Ovadia, &
Bareli, 2014a, 2014b).

Disengagement of employees. Worker disengagement rates are above 70% according to the
Gallup Organization, and there is a misalignment between character strengths required of
individuals and character strengths that come naturally to them (Money, Hillenbrand, &
Camara, 2008).

Support for strengths. Signature strengths use is connected with work engagement,
productivity, work satisfaction, and work-as-a-calling (e.g., Harzer & Ruch, 2015, 2016;
Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2016; Littman-Ovadia & Davidovitch, 2010). A 3-year analysis
of employee engagement found that signature strengths were one of the most crucial
drivers (Crabb, 2011). The Gallup Organization has found that employees who have the
opportunity to use their strengths are six times more likely to be engaged in their work
(Sorenson, 2014).

Disengagement appears to be remarkably high across the many domains of our life. This calls for
new action. Signature strengths are emerging across domains as not only an important source of
engagement but also as a central pathway.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

Examine the main domains of your life: work, school, social and intimate relationships, family relationships, community,
spirituality. In which domain are you most engaged, i.e., highly connected, interested, and in flow with what you are doing?
Which domain are you least engaged in? How might you learn from your domain of high engagement? What does your
high engagement domain have to teach you about your disengaged domain? What character strengths, especially
signature strengths, might you bring forth to become more engaged across domains?

Core Concepts
Signature strengths are one of the most researched and practiced concepts in positive
psychology. Working with signature strengths has many of the hallmarks of success:

It’s very easy to do: Practitioners don’t have to change their style or approach.
Clients find immediate benefit.
It has scientific support.
It is novel and unique for clients who are accustomed to focusing on what is wrong within
themselves.

Signature strengths have been discussed in academic and consumer forums. The original
publication on the VIA classification, Character Strengths and Virtues, discusses signature
strengths as those positive, personal traits that an individual owns, celebrates, and frequently
exercises |24| (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Thus, signature strengths are linked with the
person’s identity and conception of who they are, and they cannot be considered apart from
context.

Seligman (2002) offered several ways to think about signature strengths, suggesting that a
signature strength would meet most, if not all, of these criteria:

A sense of ownership and authenticity (“This is the real me”).
A feeling of excitement while displaying it.
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A rapid learning curve as the strength is first practiced.
A sense of yearning to find new ways to use it.
A feeling of inevitability in using the strength (“Try and stop me”).
Invigoration rather than exhaustion after using the strength.
Creation and pursuit of personal projects that revolve around it.
Joy, zest, enthusiasm, even ecstasy while using it.

The convention among positive psychology researchers has been to target the individual’s Top 5
strengths in their profile as their signature strengths. Initial research suggests that individuals
have between three and seven signature strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The VIA
Institute on Character investigated the construct further and conducted four studies examining
the initial concept as discussed in the two preceding texts, attempting to understand the quantity
of signature strengths within individuals (Mayerson, 2013). Different tactics were deployed along
with varying levels of strictness in the criteria used to determine a signature strength. Signature
strengths were found to have significantly higher VIA scores than nonsignature strengths, hence
highlighting signature strengths as a distinct category of strengths. A few years later, Robert
McGrath conducted three studies to develop and validate the Signature Strengths Survey (SSS).
The first study examined mean differences between strengths on VIA Survey data from nearly a
half-million people, and the second study involved administering a preliminary SSS and then
interviewing subjects on their patterns of responding. When asked to provide justification for
their signature strength choices, the most common response was that the strength is “part of
who I am.” These studies informed a final iteration of the SSS which was administered (third
study) to 4,131 people and led to the identification of 5.5 strengths as signature, on average
(more details on these studies can be found in the technical manual by McGrath, 2017). These
results support the construct of signature strengths and indicate that the average number of
signature strengths that people think of themselves as having is consistent with what positive
psychology researchers originally proposed, although the criteria are more stringent than
originally hypothesized. The criterion for determining a signature strength that seems to matter
most, which has been corroborated by other research, is whether or not the strength is viewed as
core or essential to who the person is.

Strength-Based Practitioner Tip

If you are trying to determine whether or not a client’s strength is “signature” and you only have time to ask one question,
make it: “Is this strength essential to who you are?” Or, more broadly, “Which of these highest strengths is most core to
who you are and defines you as a person?” In other words, if you want to get to the heart of the matter, ask about identity.

Another tactic to thinking about signature strengths that drives home their central importance in
our life is to engage in a mental subtraction exercise. Consider what life would be like if you did
not have one of your signature strengths. Can you imagine how your life would be if you could
not express your strength of creativity? What if the strength of curiosity was just plucked out of
you? In leading this as an experiential exercise for thousands of people, I’ve found that many
|25| respond to it with an “ah-ha” reaction, and it’s not uncommon for me to hear gasps of shock

and horror at the thought of their not having their core strength. Here are a few typical
responses:

“It would be as if I was suffocating without my creativity. Like I was gasping for breath.”
“Prudence and caution are who I am. It’s what I do. How could you take that from me?”
“To not have my curiosity in life would be like I’m barely alive.”
“Without my social intelligence, I don’t know how I’d interact with people.”
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King:
Lionel:
King:
Lionel:

King:
Lionel:

Strengths are portrayed and exhibited all around us, especially in the media. My colleague,
Danny Wedding, and I wrote about over 1,500 movie examples that exhibit each of the character
strengths of the VIA classification (Niemiec & Wedding, 2014). In Appendix G, there is a short list
of character strengths concepts and corresponding movie articles of a scholarly nature. In
movies, we learn about the signature strengths of each character, and often we see our own
signature strengths reflected back to us. One can also turn to books, television shows, websites,
blogs, and social networking outlets and notice the signature strengths of the individual(s) being
depicted or doing the creating.

When reading a book, ask yourself: What are the signature strengths of the narrator and of the
supporting characters? What are the signature strengths of the celebrity on television? The
leaders in government or business? Wherever we look, we can spot strengths and name the
signature strengths of individuals or characters. This kind of approach has received increasing
attention in schools (e.g., White & Waters, 2014). Consider an Academy Award winner for Best
Motion Picture, The King’s Speech (2010). This film provides the perfect metaphor for what
signature strengths are really about – being authentic and expressing our true selves. In the film,
King George VI of Great Britain (Colin Firth) suffers from a severe stuttering disorder and is
unable to speak clearly to help inform and assuage a panicked public at the brink of World War II.
The king begins to work with a speech coach, Lionel (Geoffrey Rush), who uses a large degree of
creativity, curiosity, kindness, and perspective to help the king find his voice. The “finding of
one’s voice” is a metaphor for the expression of our signature strengths. Lionel encourages the
king to “have faith in your own voice,” and one poignant interaction in which the king moves
beyond stuttering and expresses himself clearly goes as follows:

Listen to me!
Listen to you? By what right?
By divine right if you must, I am your king.
No you’re not, you told me so yourself. You didn’t want it. Why should I waste my
time listening?
Because I have a right to be heard. I have a voice! …[pause]
Yes, you do … You have such perseverance, Bertie, you’re the bravest man I know.

It is in this conversation when the king finds his voice (his core, authentic self); it is clear,
forceful, and genuine. Lionel uses a variety of approaches in the role of “coach” – paradoxical
intervention, confrontation, resistance, advisor, and supporter – helping the king realize his true
self matters and that he can express it. In the preceding interaction, the viewer is also made
aware of Lionel’s perceptiveness in spotting and valuing two of the king’s signature strengths –
bravery and perseverance.

We can notice the signature strengths of individuals in virtually any situation. Consider the
following obituary:

Sadly, Mary herself suffered much tragedy throughout her own life, outwardly as well as inwardly. Her character
strengths were determination and the will to surpass adversity. Most often her compassion for others outweighed
her own illness. (Pocono Record, 2012).

|26| These three sentences from this obituary inform us that Mary was a woman with signature
strengths of perseverance and kindness – she was someone who overcame internal and external
obstacles and kept going as well as emanated a sense of care for others along the way.

Snapshot 2.1. offers a summary of important points to remember regarding our signature
strengths.

55



Snapshot 2.1. Signature Strengths

Usually the highest strengths in a character strengths profile.
An important part of identity, especially when the expression is authentic and natural.
Part of the human psyche in that signature strengths are expressed through thoughts, emotions, volition, and
behavior.
Naturally emerge in communications, verbally, nonverbally, and written.
Exhibited across media such as in books, movies, websites, blogs, social networking venues.
Expressed across each of the domains of life.

Signature Strengths Research

Signature Strengths in New Ways
In what is currently the most cited intervention study in positive psychology, Seligman et al.
(2005) conducted a double-blind, random assignment, placebo-controlled study – a gold standard
study in terms of good research. The study consisted of 577 adults who were randomly assigned
to one of five intervention groups or a placebo group. Here are the groups and the main
intervention task for each:

Gratitude visit. Write and deliver a letter of gratitude in person to someone who has been
especially kind to you but who you have not properly thanked.
Three good things. Write down 3 things that went well and the causal explanation each
night.
You at your best. Write about a time when you were at your best and reflect on the
strengths displayed in the story; review this story and the strengths once per day.
Using signature strengths in a new way. Take the VIA Survey, review the Top 5 strengths,
and use one of these Top 5 strengths in a new and different way each day.
Identifying strengths. Take the VIA Survey, review the Top 5 strengths, and use them more
during the week.
Placebo. Write about an early memory each night.

While there were initial benefits for each intervention group, the lasting benefits were found in
two groups: the “three good things” group (also referred to as “counting blessings” or “practicing
gratitude”) and the “using signature strengths in a new way” group. These two groups had
significant increases in happiness and decreases in depression for effects lasting up to 6 months.
Not only are the effects striking, but it is similarly impressive to note that the interventions were
delivered online without the live counsel of a practitioner offering support or guidance. If these
interventions were paintings, they would be considered “minimalists.”

The interventions lasted only 1 week; however, Seligman and colleagues (2005) found that
those with the stronger outcomes decided to continue the intervention on their own for a period
|27| of time. This speaks to how intrinsically rewarding working with signature strengths can be

as well as the fact that it takes time and persistence to create new habits.

The intervention of using signature strengths in new ways compared to control groups and
other interventions has been replicated or partially replicated in several settings, populations,
and cultures. The long-term benefits (6 months) of signature strengths use was replicated in a
European sample (Gander, Proyer, Ruch, & Wyss, 2013), and benefits have been found in other
countries, including Canada (Mongrain & Anselmo-Matthews, 2012), Australia (Mitchell,
Stanimirovic, Klein, & Vella-Brodrick, 2009), the UK (Linley, Nielsen, Gillett, & Biswas-Diener,
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2010), and China (Duan & Bu, 2017; Duan, Ho, Tang, Li, & Zhang, 2013). Another study found
three interventions and placebo to have positive effects (e.g., significant elevations in happiness)
with the signature strengths intervention improving the most by a substantial margin and the
placebo group understandably improving the least after 6 months. The study, however, suffered
from a high dropout rate in which less than a quarter of the subjects that started the study
completed it (Woodworth, O’Brien-Malone, Diamond, & Schüz, 2017).

Populations ranging from youth to older adults have targeted signature strengths with success.
For example, youth who worked on their signature strengths along with meaningful goal-setting
experienced increases in engagement and hope (Madden et al., 2011). In a population of older
adults (aged 50–79 years), the group assigned to work on using a signature strength in a new
way was the most effective intervention overall as it led to both increases in happiness and
decreases in depression. Other interventions were partially effective relative to placebo; for
example, conducting a gratitude visit and recounting three good things benefited happiness
levels while recounting three funny things reduced depression levels (Proyer, Gander, et al.,
2014a).

Another randomly controlled study assigned individuals to (1) a group instructed to use two
signature strengths, (2) a group instructed to use one signature strength and one bottom
strength, or (3) a control group. Results revealed significant gains in satisfaction with life for both
treatment groups compared to the control group, but there were no differences between the two
treatment groups (Rust, Diessner, & Reade, 2009). Both treatment groups wrote about an event
or occurrence in the past when they successfully used their character strength. Each week, they
also wrote about a plan or situation for the coming week in which they could apply the strength.
Similarly, in a nonrandomized study, Rashid (2004) found groups of students who worked on
signature strengths or nonsignature strengths to experience significant increases in well-being
compared to a control group. A study with law students found that the use of one’s top strengths
led to a decreased likelihood of depression and stress and an increase in satisfaction in the
students (Peterson & Peterson, 2008). Another randomized trial found that an intervention group
that received strengths work, gratitude, kindness, and other exercises had improved balance of
positive to negative affect over time compared with a control group (Drozd, Mork, Nielsen,
Raeder, & Bjørkli, 2014). In a longitudinal study, strengths use in general (not VIA character
strengths) was found to be an important predictor of well-being and led to less stress and
increased positive affect, vitality, and self-esteem at 3-month and 6-month follow-up (Wood,
Linley, Matlby, Kashdan, & Hurling, 2011).

Strength-Based Practitioner Tip

After your client takes the VIA Survey, talk with your client about their signature strengths. Be sure to have them “confirm”
the signature strengths they choose to focus on. While the VIA Survey does well at identifying top strengths in individuals,
it should not be considered the “final answer” for clients. Rather, it is the client who offers the confirmation as to whether
their highest strengths are indeed essential and authentic to who they are, energizing and natural to use, and expressed
widely across settings. A popular practitioner suggestion is to
|28| remind clients that “the results don’t trump life” – a client who perceives they are living a life of deep kindness and

perseverance should have those observations given special attention even if they do not show up high on the VIA Survey.

Signature Strengths Across Contexts
Signature strengths interventions have been successfully applied in a variety of psychological
settings with positive effects; for example, an inpatient unit for people with depression/suicidality
(Huffman et al., 2014), a neuropsychology unit for people with traumatic brain injury (Andrewes,
Walker, & O’Neill, 2014), an outpatient setting for adults with psychosis (Riches, Schrank, Rashid,
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& Slade, 2016), a Veterans Administration rehabilitation, where veterans carried around a prompt
to remind them to use their signature strengths (Kobau et al., 2011), and in a career counseling
context (Littman-Ovadia, Lazar-Butbul, & Benjamin, 2014). In the latter study, strengths-based
career counseling was compared with conventional career counseling and both client groups had
an increase in daily strengths use but only the former had enhanced self-esteem. At 3-month
follow-up, the strengths-based career counseling group had a higher rate of employment (81%)
than the conventional career counseling group (60%).

Positive psychotherapy is an approach to therapy that focuses on building positive emotions,
strengths, and meaning in clients’ lives in order to promote happiness. Preliminary trials have
found it to be superior to treatment as usual for depression (Rashid & Anjum, 2008; Seligman,
Rashid, & Parks, 2006). Tayyab Rashid has noted that well over 50% of positive psychotherapy
revolves around character strengths use and practice (Rashid, personal communication, 2011).
Sessions focus on general character strength interventions (e.g., two sessions on identifying and
cultivating signature strengths; two sessions on “family tree of strengths” and “gift of time” to
promote meaning), specific strengths (e.g., a session on forgiveness; a session on gratitude), and
promoting a core positive psychology theme (e.g., love to cultivate engagement; hope to
cultivate pleasure).

Successful outcomes associated with a focus on strengths (not character strengths) have also
been found in Minhas (2010) and Cox (2006); the latter finding that a strength-based approach
(when also endorsed and practiced by the therapist) led to a reduction in scores for various social
and emotional problem behaviors.

Character strengths interventions are frequently integrated into broader programs that focus
on building well-being, resilience, achievement, and other areas within the positive psychology
field. Most often, the approach taken in these programs is to help participants identify their
signature strengths and then take action in some way with these strengths. These programs
have spanned a number of settings including education, business, and the military. Although the
results of these programmatic initiatives are very encouraging and, in some cases,
groundbreaking and highly influential, researchers usually do not separate out the contribution
made by signature strengths and other character strengths components from the other positive
psychology interventions. Despite signature strengths often being described as the “core” of
many of these programs, questions remain such as: What is the most crucial element in these
comprehensive programs? How much value-add do the character strengths components bring to
these programs?

What follows are common domains where character strengths work, especially signature
strengths work, is being applied. Research findings are offered here and peppered throughout
the book.

|29| Business

The organizational/workplace context has been a particularly robust domain of study for the
science of character (see Mayerson, 2015). Claudia Harzer and Willibald Ruch have conducted a
number of studies in the workplace. They found that workers who used four or more of their
signature strengths at work had more positive work experiences and work-as-a-calling than those
who used less than four strengths (Harzer & Ruch, 2012) and that signature strengths are
connected with positive work experiences, irrespective of which strengths are highest (Harzer &
Ruch, 2013). In other studies, they found character strengths were connected with job
performance (Harzer & Ruch, 2014) and with coping with stress (Harzer & Ruch, 2015). Finally, in
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an intervention study, they discovered that the alignment of employees’ signature strengths with
their job tasks led to increases in work-as-a-calling (Harzer & Ruch, 2016).

A study of supervisory support found that employees who received supervisor support (but not
colleague support) increased their strengths use the following day (Lavy, Littman-Ovadia, &
Boiman-Meshita, 2016). These same researchers published another study in the workplace
finding that the use of all kinds of strengths (signature strengths, happiness strengths, lower
strengths) were associated with positive outcomes. For example, signature strengths were the
biggest contributor to work performance, organizational citizenship behavior, and lower
counterproductive work behavior; happiness strengths were the biggest contributor to work
meaningfulness, engagement, and job satisfaction (Littman-Ovadia, Lavy, & Boiman-Meshita,
2016). A qualitative study examined the use of character strengths by women in the workplace
and found that in all cases strengths led to a virtuous circle in which the strengths use helped
them overcome obstacles that had impeded strengths use (Elston & Boniwell, 2011). All subjects
derived unique value from using character strengths at work. Another study of workers found
that using signature strengths in new ways combined with a 10-minute structured debriefing was
beneficial for increasing strengths use and the number of goals set compared to a group that
only used signature strengths in new ways (Butina, 2016).

Organizations are recommended to find ways to help employees use their strengths more often
at work as strengths use in general (not using the VIA Survey) has been linked with employee
levels of self-efficacy and proactive behavior (van Woerkom, Oerlemans, & Bakker, 2016),
positive affect and psychological capital (Meyers & van Woerkom, 2016), and reduced
absenteeism (van Woerkom, Bakker, & Nishii, 2016). The climate of an organization can also
support employees to use their strengths. In a study of 442 employees across 39 departments in
eight organizations, a strengths-based psychological climate was linked with positive affect and
work performance (van Woerkom & Meyers, 2014). The Gallup Organization has focused its
research on strengths in the workplace and found that the two most important predictors of
employee retention and satisfaction are: (1) reporting the use of top strengths at work and (2)
reporting that an immediate supervisor recognizes one’s top strengths. Sadly, Gallup has found
that only about 20% of employees think their supervisors know their strengths and about a third
of employees say they have an opportunity to do what they do best every day. When an
organization’s leadership does not focus on the individuals’ strengths, the chances of an
employee being engaged are 9%; however, when the leadership focuses on the employees’
strengths, the odds increase to 73% (for examples and details, see Asplund et al., 2007; Clifton &
Harter, 2003; Hodges & Clifton, 2004).

Education

Character strengths have not only been found to be an important source of well-being among
students (Gillham et al., 2011), they have also been a major focus in positive education
pro |30| grams around the globe. In a seminal article arguing for character strengths integration in
education, Linkins, Niemiec, Gillham, and Mayerson (2015) outline why traditional character
education approaches in the US and other countries should shift from monolithic and one-size-
fits-all approaches (the school authority chooses a handful of strengths for all students to build
up) to individualized approaches that work with students’ unique signature strengths.

While character strengths play an important role for creating positive well-being (Oppenheimer,
Fialkov, Ecker, & Portnoy, 2014) and positive classroom outcomes (Weber & Ruch, 2012b; Weber
et al., 2016), character strengths have been woven into entire schools, involving staff, teachers,
students, and program leaders. Some programs deploy character strengths as the sole focus (see
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Fox Eades, 2008; Proctor & Fox Eades 2011), as well as a major focus (see Yeager, Fisher, &
Shearon, 2011). Strengths Gym, created by Carmel Proctor and Jennifer Fox Eades, is an example
of a character strengths-based positive psychology intervention program in which children and
adolescents participate in numerous activities involving character strengths applied directly to
the students and integrated into school curriculum. One study evaluated the impact of Strengths
Gym on adolescents and found that adolescents who participated in the strengths exercises had
significantly higher life satisfaction than those adolescents who did not participate (Proctor et al.,
2011). In a Chinese educational context, a strengths training intervention (involving noticing
when, where, and how top strengths are used and writing about this) was found to be effective in
boosting life satisfaction in the short- and long-run. The researchers ruled out a placebo effect by
having some participants informed of the purpose of the study and some not, and knowing/not
knowing the purpose had no long-term effect on life satisfaction (Duan et al., 2013).

Positive education programs have also been found to increase academic scores, social skills,
and students’ enjoyment and engagement in school as well as improve character strengths such
as curiosity, love of learning, and creativity (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009).
Preliminary results from a 3-year follow-up of a positive education program (Gillham, 2011)
showed positive education had an impact on engagement and achievement, but not subjective
well-being. Extensive positive education programs have been implemented at a number of
schools, including Geelong Grammar School and St. Peter’s College, both prestigious private
schools in Australia, and have resulted in major volumes outlining the trainings, creative use of
character strengths, and other methods of implementing positive psychology (see Norrish, 2015,
and White & Murray, 2015, respectively). The work on character strengths is typically viewed as
the backbone of this course-work, usually taught in the first session, and involves identifying
signature strengths, writing narratives about times at one’s best, interviewing family members
about strengths, learning how to use strengths to overcome challenges, developing lower
strengths, and identifying teachers and other leaders on campus whom students believe are
paragons of particular strengths. Character strengths work is further embedded into the
curriculum and activities throughout the school, from identifying strengths in classic literature
(e.g., Death of a Salesman, Macbeth, and Metamorphosis) to infusing strengths in athletics.
White and Waters (2014) describe the approach at St. Peter’s College and detail examples of five
initiatives in which character strengths were woven throughout the areas of sport, student
leadership, counseling, and English curriculum.

Exciting work is on the horizon in the public-school domain as well. The VIA Institute has
partnered with the Mayerson Academy, which has begun integrating character strengths
programming into over 40 public schools (Bates-Krakoff, McGrath, Graves, & Ochs, 2016), in the
Cincinnati, Ohio region, involving student and teacher trainings, gamified learning online through
Happify, and teacher coaching. Evaluation of this programming, referred to as Thriving Learning
Communities shows promising early results, such as increases in social-emotional learning (SEL)
competencies, self-awareness around strengths, capacity to enjoy |31| school, and lower
absentee and disciplinary rates and higher GPAs (Jillian Darwish, personal conversation,
September 26, 2016).

Military

Character strengths have been deliberately assessed and/or used in numerous military forces
across the globe, including Norway, Sweden, Argentina, Australia, and India, to name a few (see
Banth & Singh, 2011; Consentino & Castro, 2012; Gayton & Kehoe, 2015; Matthews, Eid, Kelly,
Bailey, & Peterson, 2006). The US Army is an example of an organization that has systematically
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embedded character strengths as a core component of their positive psychology and resilience
training, called the Comprehensive Soldier Fitness Program (Cornum, Matthews, & Seligman,
2011; Reivich, Seligman, & McBride, 2011). Character strengths are among the core areas
assessed in the Global Assessment Tool implemented in this program (Peterson, Park, & Castro,
2011; Vie, Scheier, Lester, & Seligman, 2016). One of the core modules of the training program
includes the identification of signature strengths, the practice of identifying strengths in others,
and the practice of using both individual and team strengths to overcome a challenge or reach a
goal. After taking the VIA Survey, the soldiers are asked to explore the following questions
(Reivich et al., 2011):

What did you learn about yourself?
Which strengths have you developed through your service in the military?
How do your strengths contribute to your completing a mission and reaching your goals?
How are you using your strengths to build strong relationships?
What are the shadow sides of your strengths, and how can you minimize these?

The soldiers then engage in individual and team exercises involving review of individual and
team experiences with overcoming obstacles and reaching successes, review of case studies,
writing “strength in challenges” stories, and completing a team mission requiring the use of team
character strengths.

Military researchers have also written about the benefits of labeling character strengths such
as courage (Hannah, Sweeney, & Lester, 2007) and about the importance of “Big-C” character in
leadership (Hannah & Jennings, 2013).

Other Domains and Populations

Character strengths matter in a myriad of contexts and with a variety of populations. Character
strengths/signature strengths are being studied and applied in assessing and/or treating youth
and adults with various disabilities. Some of these include youth with intellectual/developmental
disabilities (Biggs & Carter, 2015; Carter et al., 2015; Shogren, Wehmeyer, Lang, & Niemiec,
2017; Shogren, Wehmeyer, & Niemiec, 2017), vocational interests in adolescents (Proyer, Sidler,
Weber, & Ruch, 2012), parents of children with disabilities (Fung et al., 2011; Woodard, 2009),
adults with intellectual/developmental disabilities (Samson & Antonelli, 2013; Tomasulo, 2014),
adults with physical disabilities (Chan, Chan, Ditchman, Phillips, & Chou, 2013), people with
dyslexia (Kannangara, 2015; Kannangara, Griffiths, Carson, & Munasinghe, 2015), and adults
with autism without an intellectual disability (Kirchner, Ruch, & Dziobek, 2016). The practical
application of the research and practice of character strengths has been outlined with suggested
adaptations for people with intellectual/developmental disabilities (Niemiec, Shogren, &
Wehmeyer, 2017).

Character strengths have been applied in examining various dimensions of physical health,
including healthy eating, physical fitness, personal hygiene, substance avoidance, and living an
|32| active way of life (Proyer, Gander, Wellenzohn, & Ruch, 2013). In randomized controlled trials

involving thousands of girls in poverty in India, girls who received a curriculum which
incorporated character strengths (identification and use of signature strengths and concrete
examples of other strengths) exhibited significantly greater physical health and psychosocial
health benefits in comparison to those girls who received a similar curriculum which did not
include character strengths and girls who did not receive any curriculum at all (controls)
(Leventhal et al., 2015, 2016). Qualitative analyses also revealed and explained how girls
perceived that building character strengths helped them to improve their school engagement
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and to avoid child marriage, gender-based violence and harassment, and school dropout
(DeMaria, Andrew, & Leventhal, 2016). A randomized-controlled trial with seriously ill children
found that a “granting a wish” intervention reduced nausea and increased life satisfaction,
positive emotions, and strengths, compared to a control group (Chaves, Vazquez, & Hervas,
2016). In another study, these researchers found that increases in character strengths (gratitude
and love) and benefit-finding predicted life satisfaction over time in children with a life-
threatening illness (Chaves, Hervas, García, & Vasquez, 2016).

In terms of other unique populations examined, there have been many studies examining
signature strengths and/or character strengths dynamics, including faculty (McGovern & Miller,
2008), teachers (Chan, 2009; Gradisek, 2012), abuse survivors (Moore, 2011), homeless people
(Tweed, Biswas-Diener, & Lehman, 2012), addictions (Krentzman, 2013; Logan, Kilmer, & Marlatt,
2010), clinical treatment with different populations (Smith & Barros-Gomes, 2015), very young
children through parent’s descriptions (Park & Peterson, 2006c), musicians (Güsewell & Ruch,
2015), call center employees (Moradi, Nima, Ricciardi, Archer, & Garcia, 2014), couples (Goddard,
Olson, Galovan, Schramm, & Marshall, 2016; Guo, Wang, & Liu, 2015), leisure experiences
(Coghlan & Filo, 2016), service leadership (Shek & Yu, 2015), adults who practice their religion
(Berthold & Ruch, 2014), in relation to outcomes of a sport tournament (Proyer, Gander,
Wellenzohn, & Ruch, 2014b), parents as related to children’s school adjustment (Shoshani &
Ilanit Aviv, 2012), the character strengths desired in adolescent romantic partners (Weber &
Ruch, 2012a), and law students (Kern & Bowling, 2015), to name a couple handfuls.

Strength-Based Practitioner Tip

Make a signature strengths plan and test progress! Do the following for yourself first, then apply it with a client. Choose
one of your signature strengths and use it in a new way each day for 1 week. Test your progress by giving yourself (and
your clients) a pretest and posttest with a measure of happiness. With psychotherapy clients, I routinely give measures
such as the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), the Flourishing Scale (Diener et al.,
2009), and the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck, Ward, & Mendelson, 1961) as a baseline and then following an
intervention or a short time, I administered the same test again. Clients were always interested in learning if they had
grown, declined, or stayed stable.

Amplify a Top Strength or Remediate a Weakness?
The field of psychology has spent over a century focusing on remediating deficits, targeting
problems, and helping others to alleviate suffering. This approach of “fixing” what is wrong has
pervaded many disciplines, including business, education, and healthcare. Therefore, asking a
client, student, or employee to spend time thinking about their strengths is a substantial
|33| shift. It is a question that leaves the recipient double-checking: Are you sure? You don’t want

me to talk about my latest stressor or difficulty? Despite decades of research successes
supporting the deficit-based approaches used in cognitive-behavior therapy (Beck, Rush, Shaw, &
Emery, 1979), Cheavens and colleagues (2012) decided to put the notion of “deficits versus
strengths” to the test. They randomly assigned adults with serious depression (major depressive
disorder) to either trained therapists who targeted their unique “CBT strengths” or to trained
therapists who targeted their unique “CBT weaknesses” (Top 2 strengths or Bottom 2
weaknesses, respectively). The areas of strength or weaknesses were assessed spanning four
areas – behavioral skills, cognitive skills, interpersonal skills, and mindfulness skills – all
important for depression management. The results showed that it was the strengths group that
had faster changes in depression symptoms and maintained this improvement for the 16 weeks
of treatment. Compared to the weakness group, the strengths group had greater and more
lasting improvements. This study, although needing replication, challenges conventional wisdom
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around remediating problems and deficits. It challenges us to shift our approach: to target and
enhance what is best in the client.

This approach of targeting a client’s strengths is referred in the Cheavens study as
“capitalization,” in other words, capitalizing on what is already working. A study by researchers in
the Netherlands also found benefit from the capitalization model, with subjects focusing on
strengths development demonstrating stronger increases in personal growth than those focusing
on deficiencies (Meyers, van Woerkom, de Reuver, Bakk, & Oberski, 2015). The strengths
development group involved participants gathering feedback from five to seven people about
their strengths (referred to as the reflected best self exercise; Spreitzer, Stephens, Sweetman,
2009) and reflected on their strengths and discussed these in a small group. In addition, they
designed a poster highlighting how they use their strengths in their daily life, compared their
strength profiles to job vacancy profiles, considered the fit between the strengths and the job
function, and developed a 30-second elevator pitch emphasizing their strengths for an imagined
job. In another study, employees’ perceived organizational support for strengths use, and
strengths use behavior were each significantly correlated with self-ratings and with manager
ratings of job performance, while perceived organizational support for deficit correction and
deficit correction behavior were unrelated to performance (van Woerkom, Mostert et al., 2016).

These studies relate to one of the most common questions posed by practitioners who are
learning about character strengths: Should attention be given to signature strengths or to lower
strengths? Although the lower strengths in clients’ character strengths profiles are not viewed as
weaknesses, the wisdom of these studies on capitalizing on one’s best qualities can be heeded.
This is not to say that there’s no value working on lower strengths as research has offered some
support for that as well (e.g., Rust et al., 2009). One study has taken a closer look at some of the
differences among those who target top strengths versus bottom strengths. This randomized,
controlled trial divided participants into three groups: adults who targeted their Top 5 strengths,
adults who targeted their Bottom 5 strengths, and a placebo group. The two intervention groups
showed benefits to happiness for up to 3 months and depression benefits as well. Those
participants with initially higher strength levels tended to benefit more from working on lower
strengths, while those initially lower in strengths levels tended to benefit more from working on
higher strengths (Proyer, Gander, Wellenzohn, & Ruch, 2015).

Currently, it can be concluded from the research that working on any strength is beneficial as
the individual is taking positive action to improve themselves. Although it has not been closely
studied, it is reasonable to believe that working on signature strengths will be superior to working
on lower strengths in the long-run as top strengths are more self-reinforcing and energizing and
lead the individual to feel more authentic than attempting to build up a strength that might lead
to energy depletion or might not be as internally motivating.

|34| Why and How Do Signature Strengths Work?

A natural next question after determining the success of a practice is to attain a better
understanding of the reasons why the practice was successful. In practical terms, it is probably
obvious to most of us that if a person is unable to express their signature strengths they will soon
feel a sense of emptiness (e.g., Escandón, Martinez, & Flaskerud, 2016), but it's important to
understand this question from a scientific perspective as well. What are the mechanisms of
action that help to explain the success of the intervention? Alex Linley and his team took on such
an investigation and found initial evidence to support a number of reasons why using signature
strengths is connected with well-being (Linley et al., 2010). They found that signature strengths
use relates to progress on one’s goals and with satisfying one’s basic psychological needs for
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autonomy, relatedness, and competence, i.e., the core elements of self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). This makes good, practical sense: Signature strengths come naturally to us;
they are an expression of who we are. Therefore, when we allow that core part of ourselves to be
expressed, we are meeting basic human needs that have to do with making connections in our
relationships and accomplishing as much as we can in this life. Success with our goals naturally
flows from this. As a result, we experience greater happiness. This explanation, however, is only
one part of the explanation.

In another study, the use of signature strengths elevates individuals’ “harmonious passion,”
which refers to individuals doing activities that are freely chosen without constraints, are highly
important, and a part of the individual’s identity. Harmonious passion then led to higher well-
being (Forest et al., 2012). Self-esteem has been another mechanism that links strengths use and
life satisfaction (Douglass & Duffy, 2015).

Quinlan, Swain, and Vella-Brodrick (2011) suggest a number of other mechanisms by which
character strengths might influence well-being. They note the distinction of effects that are
“between us” (i.e., social) and those that are “within us” (i.e., personal) and hypothesize the
following mechanisms:

Strengths increase our effort and perseverance thereby boosting well-being (Dweck, 1986).
Strengths increase relationship satisfaction (Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 2004).
Strengths help individuals overcome hedonic adaptation (Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006).

Self-concordance is another explanation or mechanism at play. Scientists have found there are
many benefits to setting and pursuing goals and making progress toward goals (Miller & Frisch,
2009; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Sheldon & Houser-Marko, 2001). More specifically, when we set a
goal that is aligned with our values and interests, this is called having goals that are self-
concordant. Research shows we experience greater happiness when we reach a self-concordant
goal rather than when we reach a goal that is not consistent with who we are (Sheldon & Kasser,
1998). We clearly value our signature strengths and feel energy and enjoyment when we can
express them, therefore aligning goals and strengths is a way to be more successful in creating
the life you want to live.

In another study that found significant benefits for the use of signature strengths in new ways
over standard placebo, Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews (2012) suggest that the individual’s
access of positive, self-relevant information might be the mechanism that explains the benefit of
this intervention. Wellenzohn, Proyer, and Ruch (2016b) looked at the character strength of
humor in an intervention study that showed a boost to happiness and a decrease in depression,
and studied some different mechanisms: They found there was an attentional shift towards the
positive for interventions geared toward the present or future and there was the savoring of
positive emotions for interventions geared toward the past or present.

|35| In the organizational context, positive affect was found as a mediator explaining the
connection between signature strengths use and a variety of workplace outcomes such as work
engagement, meaning, job satisfaction, job performance, organizational citizenship behavior, and
counterproductive work behaviors (Littman-Ovadia et al., 2016). In another work study, positive
affect was found to be a mediator for strengths use and work well-being (Meyers & van
Woerkom, 2016). Similarly, in another study, positive emotions and engagement explained the
connection between character strengths use at work and productivity, organizational citizenship
behavior, and job satisfaction (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2016). This mechanism of positive affect
as well as other previously discussed mechanisms, such as access to internal positive qualities
and goal-setting, have strong links with the broaden-and-build theory of Barbara Fredrickson
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(2001), as originally applied to positive emotions. This theory states that positive emotions
broaden a repertoire of action potentials in the present and build resources for the individual in
the future. This process creates an upward spiral of well-being (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2012).
Perhaps character strengths, especially if viewed from the perspective of traits being density
distributions of emotional states (Fleeson, 2001), can be viewed from the vantage point of this
broaden-and-build theory. This would mean that strengths are connected to well-being because
they broaden the possibilities for optimal action in the moment and simultaneously build up our
personal resources for later action.

In a study examining the relationships (moderators) of signature strengths use, signature
strengths level, life calling, and life satisfaction, individuals low in calling and high in signature
strengths levels had the strongest connection between signature strengths use and life
satisfaction (Allan & Duffy, 2013). A key finding in this study was that the use of signature
strengths is particularly important for those low in meaning and purpose.

In what is the longest-running positive psychology intervention study, Proyer, Wellenzohn, et al.
(2014) examined the connection between various positive interventions (e.g., signature strengths
in new ways, three good things) and the type of intervention fit with the person in predicting
happiness/depression. They wanted to examine under what conditions signature strengths and
other positive interventions work best in the long run. Building on the person–activity fit concept
of Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013), Proyer and colleagues found the following four elements to
be particularly important as predictors of happiness and/or depression 3.5 years after the
intervention:

Continued practice. Voluntary continuation of practice above and beyond the designated
time frame (as found serendipitously in Seligman et al., 2005). Continued practice helps to
facilitate the development of a habit (Lyubomirksy, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005).
Effort. How people work with the intervention, such as completing more or less of the
instructed time.
Preference. Whether or not people like or perceive benefit from the intervention (an
important variable as found in a study of preferences by Schueller, 2010).
Early reactivity. How people react to the intervention. Do they show a quick response, such
as an immediate increase in positive emotions?

They found that the combination of these four indicators was most successful in predicting
happiness and depression in the long-run. They explained that “the way people think about
positive psychology interventions, the way they work with them, and the way they react to them
play a role in predicting well-being at a later point in time” (Proyer, Wellenzohn, et al., 2014, p.
14). It is these elements of the fit between the person and intervention that contribute to the
long-term benefits.

As is probably clear, there are a number of factors that explain the link between character
strengths and well-being. Each of these gives us further explanations why strengths use,
especially signature strengths use, is a successful intervention. As the mechanisms become more
|36| clearly understood, it is likely the findings will be aligned with the natural tendency that

human beings have to develop their core capacities, use their natural potentials, and become all
they can be (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Linley & Harrington, 2006). Linley and Harrington
(2006), in their arguments promoting strengths-based coaching, summarize the substantial
historical base on which strengths-based approaches rest:

And most fundamentally, a strengths-based approach is solidly grounded in established learning and psychological
approaches that have a lineage back to Aristotle, through Carl Jung, Karen Horney, and Carl Rogers, to the modern
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coaching approaches of Whitmore and Gallwey, integrating finally with the definition of coaching psychology that
now underpins the further development and direction of this new discipline (p. 42).

Key Issues in Working With Signature Strengths
This section delves into important topics practitioners should closely consider that relate to
signature strengths expression, and begins to dip into the “how” of working with signature
strengths. There are many ways to work with character strengths, as you will read about in each
chapter of this book. This section highlights some core ideas to help you get started as you begin
to explore your own signature strengths and those of your clients.

Types of Strengths Blindness
In order to deepen one’s understanding and appreciation of signature strengths, it’s important to
first consider the concept and problem of strengths blindness. Snapshot 2.2. gives a summary of
important reminders about character strengths blindness. Niemiec (2014a) has offered four
categories of character strengths blindness. These are presented in order of the degree of
unawareness, starting with what is most likely to represent the least aware.

1.  General Unawareness of Strengths

This reflects a pervasive lack of self-awareness or disconnection with who one is (identity). Many
people find it difficult to recognize their strengths (Linley & Harrington, 2006). It’s not uncommon
to encounter individuals who are stunned like a deer in the headlights when asked what their
strengths are at a job interview or in the first session of a coaching or psychotherapy encounter.
Some of these individuals are unreflective and lack psychological mindedness, while others have
simply never given the topic of “their strengths” much thought. Personally, I continue to feel a
wave a sadness when I ask a client what their strengths are and they say: “I don’t know” or “I
don’t have any,” and they look down at their shoes. Unfortunately, this has been a fairly common
response.

2.  Disconnect With Meaning

Survey research has found that only one third of people have a meaningful awareness of their
strengths (Linley, 2008), although there is reason to believe this number is increasing in the
context of work (McQuaid & VIA Institute on Character, 2015). Some individuals offer a light
response to the general question of naming their best strengths, but their answer is not a
substantive one. Responses are vague (e.g., “I have good qualities”) or confuse character
strengths with other strength domains such as interest (e.g., “I like listening to music”) and
talent/skill |37| (e.g., “I’m good at baseball”). A person may say they perform better than the
average person at recreational baseball, however, it’s character that makes the connection with
meaning and substance. In this example, it is the strengths of perseverance, teamwork, and self-
regulation on the baseball field that start to tell us something about this individual’s strengths.

3.  Seeing Strengths as Ordinary Rather Than Extraordinary

Sometimes individuals minimize or downplay their strengths, or, at best, are matter-of-fact about
their having strengths (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011). In these cases, the individual takes the VIA
Survey and reacts with a response of “Yeah, I already knew that, no big deal.” This kind of
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indifference is a red flag for strengths blindness. It might be true that the person would have
guessed their highest strengths, but that’s far from the point. It’s likely the individual is not
appreciating that they have engaged in something that has the potential to be a springboard for
many positive outcomes, including meeting their own personal goals. Instead of taking a curious,
growth mindset, they are approaching themselves with a fixed mindset. They are glossing over
their core traits, not actively drawing connections with strengths and their experiences, not
engaging in a strengths conversation in the moment, and not actively brainstorming ways to
grow with strengths expression.

Strengths underuse is a phenomenon that likely underpins each of the three categories above.
I believe that all people underuse their strengths from time to time. In other words, 100% of us
have blind spots in regard to our character strengths self-knowledge. There are always new
approaches, tweaks, uses, and perspectives that can be taken when it comes to strengths use,
especially if one is embodying a growth mindset with one’s signature strengths (Dweck, 2006). A
given individual can be blind to the use of one of their strengths in a particular context or
situation, blind to how a strength might be present but in disguise, or unaware of how their
strength presents in daily routines, when stressors arise or when working toward a particular
goal. In this vein, it’s probably fair to say that most people could benefit from greater
mindfulness when understanding and applying their character strengths.

4.  Strengths Overuse

The overuse of character strengths is a fourth and special type of blindness. Strengths overuse
occurs when an individual puts forth their strength(s) too strongly in a particular situation. A
person might express so much curiosity that they become nosy or so much leadership that they
appear controlling. Often, strengths overuse has an impact on relationships and the individual
who is doing the overusing is unaware (i.e., blind) to this impact or at least the extent of the
impact. At other times, the individual might be blind as to what to do about their heavy exertion
of prudence at work or their overuse of humility that pushes their individuality to the side.
Strengths underuse and overuse examples and strategies for management are discussed in
greater detail in Chapter 4.

One way to work with each of the types of strengths blindness is to integrate mindfulness and
character strengths. The cultivation of mindfulness to improve character strength use is referred
to as “mindful strengths use” and the use of character strengths to bolster a mindfulness
practice is referred to as “strong mindfulness” (Niemiec, 2012; Niemiec, Rashid, & Spinella,
2012). A manualized program called mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP) for integrating
and enhancing both phenomena has shown promising results (Ivtzan, Niemiec, & Briscoe, 2016;
Niemiec, 2014a; Niemiec & Lissing, 2016).

The takeaway from this section is that strengths blindness is pervasive. Here’s a personal
example: One of my children is having some developmental delays and was well-behind his
|38| peers in crawling and walking. He had gone to a variety of specialists and early intervention

practitioners to assist him. I spent many hours speaking with these helpers, with family
members, and others about what he should be doing and the strategies to getting there. I
routinely expressed concern about the developmental delays and the potential impact on his
brain development and social relationships. In one of my discussions with a daycare worker about
my agenda for the staff to maintain a variety of strategies to try to get him to crawl, she made a
comment: “He is scooting all over the place. He’s getting to where he needs to go. Despite not
crawling, he is scooting really well! He sees a toy or a group of kids on the other side of the room
that he wants to get to, and so he scoots there.” That’s when it hit me. My son was already
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expressing several strengths and meeting developmental needs relating to exploring, curiosity,
and cause-effect mobility going from point A to point B. I had been missing – or at least not
appreciating – this fact, which was right under my nose! I was entrenched in a more deficit-
minded approach, spending my time and resources focusing on what he wasn’t doing or should
be doing rather than studying and celebrating what he was doing (and doing quite well). His
scooting – although far less traditional from what most kids do – was something to build upon.
This conversation shifted me immediately to a mode of savoring. I savored his scooting, knowing
that he would soon surpass this interesting and wonderful stage. I set up opportunities for him to
practice scooting which filled me with joy (and my phone with videos). I did not ignore the
problem-based aspects, instead I built upon them; rather than walls, the problems became
stepping stones. This worker helped me break my strengths blindness in that situation.

Snapshot 2.2. Important Reminders About Strengths Blindness

We need both a problem focus and a strengths focus, not one or the other. And it’s instructive to see how problems
can be stepping stones rather than walls.
We are constantly popping back and forth between these two processes (especially those who are strengths-based).
We will forget or neglect strengths countless more times in our life. Knowing this builds humility.
A strengths-based approach is not static. It is not permanent. It is a process to engage in and return to when we
forget.
Strength blindness is complex, pervasive, and subtle.
Mindfulness and savoring help break through the subtleties of strengths blindness.
People who are strengths-based are collecting moments of mindfulness and strengths. As this “collection” builds, so
does personal and relational meaning.
Mindful awareness of strengths is temporary. There are other blind spots persistently operating, waiting for the light
of mindfulness and strengths.
We need honest feedback and support from others to help break through the varieties of strength blindness.
We can create habits of virtue and build upon our strengths. And we are always moving toward this thing called a
“strengths-based approach.” If you think “I’ve got it!” or “I’ve figured it out,” you are demonstrating, ironically,
strengths blindness.

The Strengths Paradox
There exists an interesting paradox in strengths-based work. On the one hand, individuals tend to
not be very tuned in to their best qualities much of the time. So strengths are easily unattended
to, forgotten about, and treated as ordinary. On the other hand, when individuals are
|39| prompted to explore their best qualities, they readily find strengths in their stories and in

conversations with others. In general, character strengths are easy to talk about and identify with
and even the complexities around strengths (e.g., see Chapter 5) are readily understood, if
individuals are given the opportunity. This was shown in early research exploring VIA character
strengths with high school students (Steen, Kachorek, & Peterson, 2003). Even very young
children can readily understand each of the 24 strengths when time is taken to teach them (Fox
Eades, 2008). And, practitioners who lead strengths discussions with clients – even those very
depressed or disengaged – find that clients are interested and engaged. It is as if a new door has
opened allowing the client to see things in a new way.

I call this disconnect between unawareness of strengths and high potential for strengths use
“the strengths paradox.” Practitioners can learn to use the strengths paradox to their advantage.
Our signature strengths seem to be largely preconscious (to steal a term from Freud over a
century ago). It is as if our signature strengths and these strengths conversations are waiting to
be tapped into from just below conscious awareness. This means that there is great potential for
every client to break through their blind spots, move below the surface of their consciousness,
and unleash a positive quality.
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I’ve referred to signature strengths as a real “game changer,” especially when working with
clients (Niemiec, 2014a). Signature strengths help practitioners close the gap on the strengths
paradox. In every sporting event, there is often a moment when the momentum shifts to one
team’s favor, rallying the energy, teamwork, and leadership, and propelling that team to victory.
It might be a fiery shout by a player, a defensive steal, an energizing slam dunk, or a diving
effort. Signature strengths can be that game changer with clients. Even the savviest of clients
have blind spots. Then, when strengths are brought to their attention, there is often a reaction of
“Oh yes, of course!”

Beyond Character Strengths Awareness

There is virtually no disagreement among any of the leaders in strengths psychology and
strengths coaching that knowing one’s top strengths is important and necessary for well-being
(Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Buckingham & Clifton, 2001; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Duttro,
2003; Forster, 2009; Kauffman, Silberman, & Sharpley, 2008; Linley, 2008; Lopez, 2008; Madden
et al., 2011; Niemiec, 2012; Peterson, 2006a; Proctor & Fox Eades, 2011; Rashid, 2009; Rath,
2007; Seligman et al., 2005). And, it is noteworthy that some have reported benefits from simply
identifying one’s character strengths with the VIA Survey as being beneficial in and of itself,
across a range of populations (e.g., Kobau et al., 2011; Seligman et al., 2005; Sims, Barker, Price,
& Fornells-Ambrojo, 2015). However, knowing one’s strengths is probably necessary but not
sufficient for particularly important outcomes, such as human flourishing. It is the expression of
character strengths that appears to bring about substantive benefits. And, it is becoming clearer
that character strengths can be deliberately developed (e.g., Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Louis,
2011; Seligman et al., 2005).

Research has supported the important benefits of character strengths use as distinct from only
awareness (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010). This became clearer in a study I mentioned earlier –
with a representative sample of New Zealand workers by Lucy Hone and colleagues (2015), who
examined strengths awareness, strengths use, and flourishing levels. These researchers found
that workers who were highly aware of their strengths were nine times more likely to flourish
than those who were not aware of their strengths, but those who reported a high amount of
strengths use were eighteen times more likely to flourish than those who reported a very low
amount of strengths use. While these numbers do not mean strengths aware |40| ness or
strengths use causes flourishing at these rates, it is compelling to see the distinctions between
not only strengths awareness and strengths unawareness but also between strengths awareness
and strengths use.

Many people who take the VIA Survey realize this as they look at their character strengths
profile and in gathering some self-awareness of their strengths look to the practical utility and
ask about strengths use, saying: “Okay, I took the VIA Survey, now what do I do?”

Many practitioners fall into the trap of a simplistic approach to strengths work and jump
immediately from “identify” to “use” which is generally insufficient as an approach (Biswas-
Diener et al., 2011). Niemiec (2013) has noted there is a basic but crucial step such practitioners
miss that occurs after identifying strengths and prior to setting up a plan of action – helping the
client explore their strengths. This Aware-Explore-Apply model is discussed in detail in Chapter 3.

While there are a number of relevant principles to keep in mind (see Chapter 1 and Chapter 3),
two general concepts are crucial when working with character strengths: (a) prioritizing the
signature strengths and (b) that all 24 strengths matter. Helping a client to focus on, fine-tune,
and master their signature strengths in various settings is likely to give the client the most
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benefit and most amount of traction in reaching their goals. At the same time, clients need to be
reminded that they have many strengths that can be developed and deployed. For a client new
to the strengths world or new to putting on “strengths goggles,” it can be intimidating – if not
impossible – to attempt to focus or build up all 24. Therefore, it’s typically best to start where
they get energized and excited and can naturally express themselves (signature strengths) and
then go from there. That said, many people throughout time have gone systematically through
the major virtues or strengths attempting to build them up one-by-one. The 18th century
American statesman Benjamin Franklin (1962) wrote about how he tracked, journaled, discussed,
and attempted to improve various virtues, focusing on a different virtue each week.

People sometimes find it surprisingly challenging to come up with new ways to use one of their
signature strengths. This is because we are not well-practiced at using our strengths, and when
we do use them, we do it without much awareness. For example, have you paid much attention
to your use of self-regulation as you put on your clothes? Your level of prudence or kindness
while driving? Your humility while at a team meeting?

How to Use Signature Strengths in New Ways

As the research around using signature strengths in new ways is robust and continuing to
expand, practitioners and clients are often eager to take action with it. Therefore, I offer here
four strategies: simple behaviors, anchoring, context mapping, and holistic mapping.

These practical tips, some of which I mention in Character Strengths Matter (Polly & Britton,
2015), will help you and your clients expand upon signature strengths and will make this exercise
more personal, easy to use, and even refreshing. Readers might also wish to return to Table 1.2
in Chapter 1 to review the examples of “little” everyday strengths use I offered for each of the
24.

Simple Behaviors

To get jump-started, many practitioners and clients find it helpful to start with a general list of
signature strength behaviors. Table 2.1 includes two ideas for using each character strength in a
new way.

|41| Table 2.1.  Using Signature Strengths in New Ways

Creativity Think of one of your problems and two possible solutions. Present the solutions nonverbally as an
act or mime to someone.
Turn an inanimate object (e.g., like paperclips, toothpicks) into something meaningful.

Curiosity Try a new food for the first time, preferably from a culture different than your own.
Take a different route home and explore a new area or neighborhood.

Judgment (critical
thinking)

Watch a political program from the opposite point of view of your own, and keep an open mind.
Ask one or two clarifying questions of someone who has a different approach to life or different
beliefs than you (e.g., a vegetarian).

Love of learning Read some of the original works of Gandhi online.
Consider your favorite subject matter. Do an Internet search and surprise yourself by discovering
something new about the topic.

Perspective For one of your interactions today: First, listen closely. Second, share your ideas and thoughts.
Consider the wisest quotation you have come across. Think of one way you can live more true to
that quote.

Bravery Take on a new adventure or hobby that fits with one of your areas of interest.
Consider one of your personal fears. Take one small, healthy action toward facing it right now.

Perseverance Complete a small project that you have been putting off.
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Set a new goal today, list two potential obstacles that may come up, and ways that you will
overcome them.

Honesty Write a poem that expresses an inner truth.
Contact a family member or friend whom you have told a “partial” truth and give them the
complete details.

Zest Exert your energy in a unique way – jump on a bed, run in place, practice yoga or body stretching,
or chase around a child or pet.
Express your energy through an outfit, pair of shoes, and/or accessories that are striking and
colorful.

Love Surprise somebody with a small gift that shows you care (e.g., flowers, a Starbucks coffee).
Tell someone about a strength you saw them use and how much you value it. Words of affirmation
are a powerful, verbal force for the expression of love.

Kindness Put coins in someone’s parking meter that has run out of money.
Stop by a hospital or nursing home and offer to visit someone who is lonely.

Social intelligence Start up a conversation with someone whom you normally would not say much more to than
typical pleasantries. This person might be the woman at the checkout counter, a telemarketer, or
a new employee.
Express a feeling of frustration, disappointment, or nervousness in a healthy, direct way that
someone can easily understand.

|42| Teamwork Spot and express appreciation for the strengths shown by your team members.
Savor a positive team interaction from the past by replaying it in your mind; share it at a team
meeting.

Fairness Look for beings (e.g., people, animals) that are cast aside or typically held in disgust and go out of
your way to treat them right.
Include someone in a conversation who is typically excluded from groups or is a newcomer.

Leadership Discuss with someone who reports to you about how they can align their top character strength
more in their work.
Gather and lead a group to help support a cause you believe in.

Forgiveness Let go of a minor irritant or a grudge.
Give yourself permission to make a mistake.

Humility Consider an interaction that typically involves you doing more talking/sharing and flip it to where
the other person talks/shares more.
Ask someone you trust to give you feedback on your struggles and growth areas.

Prudence Before you make a decision that is typically very easy, take one full minute to think about it before
you take action.
Write down your plans for each hour of the remainder of the day, no matter how trivial.

Self-regulation The next time you feel irritated or nervous today, pause and breathe with the experience for a
count of 10 breathes.
Monitor all the food and drinks you put in your body. Write it down on a tracking sheet.

Appreciation of
beauty & excellence

Go outside and stand still in a beautiful environment for 20 minutes.
Listen to a song or piece of music that is viewed as extraordinary; allow yourself to marvel at the
talent that went into producing it.

Gratitude Tell someone “thanks” who deserves it and is typically not recognized.
Share your appreciation on a post-it note that you put on someone’s desk as a surprise or send it
in a spontaneous e-mail.

Hope Consider a problem or struggle you are having. Write down two optimistic, realistic thoughts that
bring comfort.
Watch a movie that promotes a message of hope and think about how the message applies to
your life.

Humor Do something spontaneous and playful around another person (e.g., saying something silly,
contorting your body in a weird way, or telling a funny story or joke).
Watch a classic comedy show you haven’t seen before and laugh as much as possible.

Spirituality Read about a religion/spirituality different from your own and look for ways in which the core
messages parallel one another.
Contemplate the “sacredness” of this present moment. Allow yourself to find meaning in the
moment.

Reproduced with permission from Niemiec, R. M. (2014a). Mindfulness and character strengths: A practical guide to flourishing.
Boston, MA: Hogrefe Publishing.
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|43| Anchoring

Anchor the signature strength with a daily activity that you are already doing. What do you do
each day that is part of your routine? Driving, making lunch, attending a meeting, creative
writing, playing with your kids, relaxing with your spouse, e-mailing friends. Start by choosing
one of these routine activities and commit to using one or more of your signature strengths
during that activity. For example, if you anchor fairness with conversing with your spouse, you
can consciously be sure to give your spouse an equal amount of time sharing about their day and
choosing the relaxing activity for the two of you to do together. If you anchor kindness with
driving, you might deliberately find one or two ways on each trip to be sensitive to the potential
needs of others drivers and going out of your way to let them in, smile/wave to them, and drive
with care.

Context Mapping

As you consider the major domains of your life – work, school, family, relationships, community –
make note of the degree to which you comfortably and regularly express each of your signature
strengths in each domain. Many people find there is a gap to the degree in which they express a
strength in one or two domains relative to others. Generate some examples of your signature
strengths expression by writing about how you use your top strengths in each domain. For which
domains is your writing most fluid and rich? Which domains do you have trouble coming up with
examples? Allow each domain to inform the others as you generate more and more ideas for
using your signature strengths in new ways.

Holistic Mapping

Originally based on the two-factor model of Peterson (2006a), character strengths have been
mapped successfully across two continua (VIA Institute, 2014): strengths that are from the heart
(e.g., feeling, body, emotion, intuition) or head (e.g., logic, analysis, reasoning) and strengths
that are more interpersonal (with others) or intrapersonal (when alone). Figure 2.1 depicts the
revised circumplex graph of the VIA classification, referred to as the “two-factor balance graph”
from data analyzed by Robert McGrath in 2014 (see also a sample report with the circumplex
mapping at http://www.viacharacter.org/www/Portals/0/VIA%20Pro%20Report.pdf).

Mapping out each of your signature strengths across the four facets is yet another way to
expand your thoughts and actions around how you can use your signature strengths. This allows
for a more complete, holistic view of oneself and can serve to ignite the potentiality of each
character strength. See Figure 2.2 for an example using the strength of gratitude.

|44|
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Figure 2.1.  Two Factor Balance Graph of the 24 Character Strengths.

Figure 2.2.  Holistic mapping of the strength of gratitude.

|45| Chapter Summary

Signature strengths is a concept of such importance in character science and positive psychology that an entire
chapter is devoted to flesh it out from both a research and practice perspective.
Signature strengths are those strengths most core and essential to the individual, usually appearing in the top of the
individual’s character strengths profile.
The intervention “Use a signature strength in a new way each day” has received good evidence for boosting
happiness and lowering depression.
The application of signature strengths has been applied widely across populations (e.g., children, elderly, people with
traumatic head injuries) and in different contexts (including psychiatric, education, business, and military settings).
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There are several studies exploring why the use of signature strengths are connected with well-being, such as their
contribution to goal progress, positive emotions, and the meeting of basic psychological needs.
Strengths blindness is a pervasive human phenomenon with many types, but it can be improved with mindfulness
and enhanced character strengths use.
The application of signature strengths can be used in the form of various activities, such as simple behaviors,
anchoring, context mapping, and holistic mapping.

74



|46| Chapter 3
Practice Essentials
Six Integration Strategies for a Strengths-Based
Practice

Introduction
A well-conceived, strengths-based approach is at best transformative and at worst well-intended.
A central attribute of a strengths-based approach is that it either provides a necessarily
complement to a deficit-based approach or it provides clients with a significant alternative that
some will view as especially beneficial and refreshing. The practice-based themes offered in this
chapter are intentionally broad. These are the essentials for integrating character strengths into
practice, improving practitioners’ character strengths fluency, and deepening the work of how a
strengths-based practitioner helps clients. Readers might supplement this chapter with the
strengths-based practitioner checklist in Appendix B and the “flagship papers” referenced in
Appendix F.

The six integration strategies recommended for character strengths-based practitioners in this
chapter are:

1. Recognize, label, and affirm strengths in yourself.
2. Character strengths are social, therefore never stop strengths-spotting in others.
3. Align character strengths with activities and tasks.
4. Use the strengths-based practice model.
5. Embed character strengths into your professional approach and theory.
6. Use your own strengths in sessions and meetings.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

What is strengths-spotting? Strengths-spotting means to take notice – to label – character strengths. There are two levels
to strengths-spotting: spotting strengths in oneself and spotting strengths in others. Strengths-spotting applies to each of
the 24 strengths. It remains one of the easiest and best initial activities in strengths work. Not only is it a clear first-step for
those new to character strengths work but it is a tool that intermediate and advanced strengths-based practitioners can
use as they continue on the path of self-development and as they deepen client relationships, forging new connections
with others.

1.  Recognize, Label, and Affirm Strengths in Yourself
I learned my highest character strength is curiosity,” said the university freshman. “I never would
have referred to my tendencies to ask questions and explore things as a strength, but |47| it is
true. That is exactly how I am. It’s part of everything – whether I’m with friends, family,
classmates, or people in my neighborhood – I’m always looking for something new to do or
something I can investigate further.” Then, he began to laugh a bit: “Some people say I ask too
many questions but that’s just me. I’m curious. I want to know. I want to learn. It’s how I connect
with people and how I connect with what I’m learning. I’m also very curious about technology,
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social media, sports, the environment, religion, politics … pretty much everything! I even use
curiosity when I’m overwhelmed with school. When I start asking myself questions about my
stress and the situation, I get new ideas or feel less bothered by it all. And, I’m sure I could use
my curiosity even more. Actually, I’m curious about my curiosity!

This young man recognized, labeled, and then affirmed his highest strength. He found that
having a positive label to describe his identity made a real difference in his life. It was a catalyst –
an opening for new discoveries and possibilities. He had never labeled himself as being curious
so this was a surprise for him. Although he had been using curiosity most of his life, this part of
his identity had previously been outside of his awareness.

As was true for this student, most of us are accustomed to recognizing and even labeling our
mistakes, problems, stressors, and bad qualities, and far less accomplished at doing the same for
our positive qualities. This is where the practice of strengths-spotting in oneself can make a big
difference. Strengths-spotting requires us to be on the lookout for character strengths. When we
recognize a strength, we can give it a clear label.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

The labeling of problems can bring forth a lot of good. For example, proper diagnosis (label) can lead to treatment,
recovery, and healing. Labeling can also motivate people to take action and make real change in their life. At the same
time, I’ve seen many people get carried away with negative labeling. They rely so much on their label that they become it;
the label becomes their identity. They don’t know where the label ends and where they, the human being, begins. Positive
labeling, on the other hand, is particularly motivating and energizing. It catalyzes mini and large shifts in how people
perceive themselves. It sets people off on a new direction, empowered toward horizons of hope. Can we go overboard with
positive labeling? I think so. Everything has its limits. The main caution is to not be blind to what’s wrong, and to not avoid
problems and negative labels. Quite the contrary, positive labels can help us face problems (e.g., using bravery) and
notice what’s wrong along with what’s strong.

Know thyself. This mantra is the starting point for character strengths work. One way to build
self-knowledge is by learning to name character strengths as they occur in the moment. This
takes practice yet can be pursued by engaging in a variety of strengths-spotting exercises, such
as those found in the following sections.

Self-Assessment and Self-Nomination

There are many ways to practice spotting strengths in oneself. The most common and obvious
starting point is to take the VIA Survey to measure the 24 strengths. Looking at those character
strengths toward the top of your results page is a way to begin generating greater awareness of
strengths in yourself. If a person does not have access to the Internet, then the individual can
examine a list of the 24 character strengths with definitions (such as the VIA classification list on
the inside cover of this book or online at https://www.viacharacter.org/www/Character-
Strengths/VIA-Classification). The person then writes down the 5–7 strengths that best describe
who they are. This approach is called the self-nomination of strengths.

|48| Self-Monitor for Strengths

Others prefer to take a more systematic approach than self-nomination and instead self-monitor.
This means to closely observe yourself for a period of time, such as each morning for 1 week.
With this approach individuals set an alarm on their smartphone to signal themselves every 30
minutes or so and each time the alarm goes off, they pause and ask themselves: “What
character strengths was I just using?” They keep a running log or chart that tracks the time,
location, activity they were engaging in, the strength(s) used, and how they were using the
strengths. After a period of time, the tracking sheets can be examined for themes. In taking this
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approach, individuals notice a range of themes. Some common examples include noticing a wide
range of character strengths used, the use of strengths in micromoments (e.g., hopeful thinking
while in the shower, prudence while brushing teeth), alignment of strengths language with
behaviors, an emphasis on two or three particular strengths used together, and a general lack of
consciousness around strengths. Indeed, this practice of self-monitoring assists the individual in
developing a more mindful strengths use.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

Part of strengths understanding comes from examining your stories, the realities by which you have used your character
strengths in the past. Another way to deepen knowledge and understanding is to not be afraid to frequently ask yourself
several questions:

What do I believe about my character strengths, my signature strengths?
How well do I really know my highest strengths?
What do I most need to learn about my highest strengths?
Why are my signature strengths of value?
How are my other character strengths of value to me?

The Power of Narrative

And then there are stories. Daniel McAdams is a researcher who has spent decades studying
stories and life narratives as they relate to our personalities. He concludes that we are
multifaceted by nature and that there are three levels by which we might consider our
personality traits. In addition to a global view of ourselves and a contextual view of ourselves,
there is a third level called the integrative life story view that includes internal and evolving
stories of ourselves that reflect how we understand ourselves, others, and the world around us
(McAdams et al., 2004). These stories are ripe with potential for spotting character strengths.

The good news is our lives are filled with stories: big stories of our wedding day, the birth of a
child, the death of a loved one; smaller stories such as sending a difficult e-mail, playing in a
softball game, and watching our child play the piano; and microstories of our drive to work this
morning, about paying the checkout clerk at the grocery story, and our bedtime routine. Then,
there are not only these stories from the past that reside in our minds but also stories of the
future – how we might propose to our significant other, how we might react upon receiving an
award, or the story of who will be at our funeral. All of these stories are alive within us waiting to
be said aloud or at least to be reminisced or fantasized about. Some of these are defining
moments in our lives that catalyze a change or that significantly contribute to our identity. All of
these types of stories have something in common – character strengths comprise part of the
ingredients.

|49| Character strengths are present in every story, and although they are not necessarily
present in optimal doses, they are there for the spotting. This means that stories can be reflected
upon for the strengths. We can ask ourselves and our clients to tell a story and then consider:
What character strengths can you spot in the story? What character strengths were being used?

Consider the two stories below in which the exact same thing happens in each.

I woke up this morning, had breakfast, and got dressed. As I drove to work, I encountered a lot of bad traffic and
the drivers on the road seemed angry and aggressive, often cutting me off. I arrived late for a work meeting and
therefore apologized to my boss.

I woke up this morning with a feeling of zest, excited to start the day. For breakfast, I used prudence to be
thoughtful and careful about my choices as I have high cholesterol, therefore I selected some fresh vegetables to
go with my white-egg omelet. As I got dressed, I paused to marvel at the smoothness of the material and vibrancy
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of the colors of my clothes (appreciating the beauty and excellence), which my spouse had pressed for me the
preceding day. I felt spurts of gratitude for my spouse. As I drove to work, I encountered a lot of bad traffic and the
drivers on the road seemed angry and aggressive, often cutting me off. I practiced forgiveness, letting go of these
minor irritants as they occurred, while being aided by perspective, seeing the possible bigger picture that perhaps
some had emergencies to attend to and others were experiencing the affliction of anger and therefore in need of
kindness and compassion. I arrived late for a work meeting and feeling a bit embarrassed, I mustered up the
bravery to apologize to my boss. I was honest about the situation but was clear to self-regulate my urge to blame
the traffic and instead took responsibility for not having planned ahead enough to account for the traffic.

Although the plot of each story is the same, a significant difference emerges in the details, the
nuances. The first is mundane whereas the second adds the infusion of character strengths,
which makes all the difference. Clearly, the second scenario offers insight into the person – how
they approach life in general and specific situations therein. It is the nine character strengths
mentioned directly (and others alluded to) that give color and intrigue to the story. This infusion
of strengths leads to a deeper understanding of the person’s psyche and their relationships. It
allows the listener/reader to generate more questions.

When asked to spot strengths in their story, some people have the tendency to play the
“humility card” and say that they feel too awkward to talk about themselves in a positive way.
This will be addressed in greater depth in Chapter 4; however, it is important to note here that
we should help our clients to get to know who they are, so that we can see that depth and color
and intrigue first-hand. Strengths-spotting in oneself can be nonchalantly reflected in a
statement such as: “That enthusiasm you are sensing from me around this topic is my character
strength of zest coming alive.” We have all performed “better than ordinary” at one time or
many times in our lives. These are experiences to share and to build upon. Research has found
that sharing them brings benefit to both you and the receiver (Gable et al., 2004; Reis et al.,
2010). Why would we not want to foster that mutual benefit?

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

Consider your happiest moments. Replay one of these moments in your mind and be on the lookout for the character
strengths that were present.

Who Sees You?
Another activity that facilitates spotting strengths in oneself is to consider a person in your life –
a friend, a mentor, a spouse, a boss – who really “sees” you. They “get” you and understand
|50| what makes you tick. You have felt understood by this person. What is it that this person saw

in you? What did they “get” about you? And, what character strengths were they seeing? What
impact did this have on you? This exercise allows you to spot strengths in yourself, but through
the eyes of another.

When I lived in St. Louis, I went to breakfast once a month with a wise friend who was a 70-
year-old, zestful, liberal-thinking nun named Sr. Marilyn. We had wonderful conversations about
spirituality, living life fully, and expressing meaning and purpose in life. In each conversation, it
was clear that we “got” each other, we understood where the other was coming from and saw
what was best in one another. Sr. Marilyn would find a way to comment on a positive quality I
was expressing or that she had witnessed in me in the previous months. These comments always
addressed one or more of my signature strengths. I was often quite surprised when she made
these observations about my character, but they left me feeling understood, connected, and
energized. In fact, I would insist on our having meetings in the morning because I knew that the
enhanced energy I would gain would stay with me throughout the workday.
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Affirming Strengths
After labeling and deepening understanding of one’s top character strengths, an important next
step is to affirm these strengths. This means to not only confirm that one strongly has the
strength being focused on, but that one can also affirm, or see the value in the strength. Self-
affirmation theory (Steele, 1999) explains that the affirmation of personal values expands one’s
view of oneself, facilitates perspective on what is most important, and can be protective against
a variety of stressors. Studies have shown that participants who write about their values (i.e.,
character strengths and other values) can lead to significant positive changes in behavior,
improving health and relationship outcomes (Cohen & Sherman 2014), lowering cortisol
responses (Creswell et al., 2005), and increasing the likelihood of acknowledging the health risks
of smoking (Crocker, Niiya, & Mischkowski, 2008). This research demonstrates that it is therefore
of benefit to write about how we value any of the 24 character strengths.

2.  Character Strengths Are Social
Although character strengths reside internally and can be expressed while we are alone, a critical
feature of character strengths is their social nature. Character strengths are communal. We
express our character strengths, consciously and unconsciously, in one-on-one situations and in
groups; at home, work, and school; in public and private spaces; in peak moments and in dire
situations. Our character strengths knowledge and practices can be seen as a communal, shared
good we have to contribute to others (Fowers, 2005). The expression of one’s character strengths
is inextricably connected with other people. This warrants practical activities to accentuate an
awareness of this connection. The practice of strengths-spotting in others aligns solidly with this
and is the focus of this section.

I’ve asked thousands of people in character strengths workshops across the globe this
question: Which do you think is easier: strengths-spotting in yourself or strengths-spotting in
others? Overwhelming, people say it’s easier to spot strengths in others. I would estimate that
over 90% of the practitioners in these workshops (counselors, coaches, managers, teachers)
report this.

No doubt this is because, in part, of the added value of interpersonal relating. Spotting
strengths in others usually means there’s an opportunity to connect with someone. And, seeing
behaviors displayed outside of ourselves seems more real than the subjective feel of our
intrapersonal evaluation (which is often habitual). Another reason is that the energy, enthusiasm,
and |51| excitement that typically accompanies character strengths use is palpable and
engaging, hence easier to spot. This points to the idea that our relationships are a good place to
start with our strengths work.

To operationalize this process, I offer three concrete steps that can be deployed when giving
feedback on character strengths observed in others and can be used in teaching clients,
students, and employees to engage in strengths-spotting.

1. Labeling. Name the strength you notice.
What do you observe?

2. Explaining. Give an explanation/rationale for the strength.
What is the evidence?

3. Appreciating. Express appreciation/affirmation.
How might you convey you value the person’s strength expression?
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Before sharing the rationale for these steps, it’s important to realize there are a couple
prerequisite steps in order to optimally engage in the process. First, the strengths spotter should
be familiar with the “language” of character strengths. This provides a foundation of meaning
and a systematic framework for knowing what to look for. It’s useful to have a listing of the VIA
classification on hand (see the inside cover of this book). Learning not only the virtue categories
and strength definitions, but also the synonyms and dimensions of each character strength will
help widen strengths fluency – a flexible repertoire for your strengths-spotting.

A second prerequisite to strengths-spotting is to consciously put on strengths glasses in which
you have a mindset to look for and find character strengths in people. As our negativity bias and
inclination toward what’s wrong or bad is a dominant force within us, such an emphasis on
walking into interactions with character strengths primes our mind for the good. This can be done
by fine-tuning observation and listening skills. What do strengths look like in action (the
nonverbal level)? What do they sound like in the midst of the words within stories (the verbal
level)? On a nonverbal level, there will often be changes in energy such as a lightness coming
over the face, more smiling or laughing, improved posture, increased use of hand gestures, and
positive emotions such as joy, contentment, excitement, and hope. In workshops offering
strengths-spotting activities, I debrief the experience and one of the most common responses,
across cultures, is a report from the listener that when their partner was speaking to character
strengths their eyes would “light up.” On the verbal level, the person conveying their character
strengths will often express a stronger, more assertive voice, improved vocabulary and clarity of
speech, and use of strength words. There will be variation on the verbal level as some individuals
will speak more quickly and even tangentially, reflecting on new ideas and showing excitement
about the topic; while others will speak more slowly, directly, and methodically when a strength
is present, signifying a thoughtful and calm confidence.

Why Labeling?

To give words to a behavior or cluster of behaviors is powerful. This is evident in labels of medical
and psychological disorders, such as “diabetes, type II,” “major depression,” and “alcohol
dependence.” Although labels can lead people to overidentify with a condition or feel boxed in,
there is much power to such labels; for example, informing about treatment approaches, giving
words to complex phenomena, and empowering awareness and action. The labeling of character
strengths is equally powerful and with less baggage. Researchers have pointed out the benefits
of labeling strengths, for example, labeling the strength of courage is a way to enhance that
strength (Hannah et al., 2007). A fairly common example can be seen in a helping
|52| professional who was tutoring a student with a learning disability and ADHD. The student

was visibly struggling in the meeting, unable to tackle the learning task at hand. The professional
(who had been trained in character strengths) then said the following which made an emotional
impact in the moment and a behavior impact weeks later for the student’s strengths use:

Let’s pause here for a moment so I can give you some feedback. I view you as an incredibly brave and courageous
young woman. Each day you face adversity. You stand up for yourself when other students tease you. You see fear
but you don’t let it stop you. You go to each class every day knowing that it will be difficult and challenges will
emerge. But, you face that adversity head on. Your courage is remarkable. Clearly, you have used it very strongly
in many ways in your life.

Why Explaining?

Labeling character strengths offers people an opportunity to make shifts, giving them a
surprising insight into their behavior in a given moment. But, sometimes, labeling alone (e.g., “I
saw kindness in you yesterday” or “you are curious”) can leave people with more questions. They
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may think: “That’s nice, but I don’t know what they’re referring to.” If only the label is given,
there is the enhanced tendency to disregard the comment (e.g., “OK, thanks. So what’s for
dinner?”). Offering a rationale for what you labeled is a way to counteract these problems. The
explanation is the behavioral evidence for what you noticed.

Why Appreciating?

To express appreciation is to express value for a person or their actions. It moves the strengths-
spotting to a deeper level, allowing the recipient to see – and often to feel – that their character
strengths matter. Science tells us that appreciation matters on many fronts. Those who express
appreciation to their partner are more committed to them and more likely to stay in the
relationship (Gordon, Impett, Kogan, Oveis, & Keltner, 2012), and those who appreciate their past
or present have greater happiness than those who do not (Bryant, Smart, & King, 2005). The
expression of appreciation toward one’s partner has been associated with stronger relationships,
higher marital satisfaction, and greater willingness to share concerns in the relationship (Algoe,
Gable, & Maisel, 2010; Gordon, Arnette, & Smith, 2011; Lambert & Fincham, 2011; Schramm,
Marshall, Harris, & Lee, 2005), while the expression of character strengths appreciation, in
particular, is linked with higher commitment in relationships, higher relationship satisfaction, and
higher sexual satisfaction (Kashdan et al., 2017). One study of a large sample of workers found
that those who felt appreciated by others were 30 times more likely to be flourishing than those
who do not feel appreciated (Hone et al., 2015).

At a recent workshop, a participant told me: “It feels awkward to spot strengths in a
conversation and even more awkward to deliberately express appreciation.” This can be true for
many people. But isn’t that a sad reality, that so many of us find it personally challenging to label
a positive, core quality in another person and to tell them we appreciate them? Many people are
not practiced in giving positive feedback around strengths, or in receiving it, therefore, working
to diminish awkwardness can be helpful. This means practicing strengths-spotting and strengths
appreciating. Appreciation is often vague and general, such as a mindless “thank you” or a
passing comment like, “I appreciate your help.” To transcend such mindlessness, strengths
spotters are encouraged to be specific and to practice regularly in different settings to increase
confidence and hence to minimize any awkwardness. Some practicing of strengths appreciation,
along with some knowledge of the research, can go a long way in shifting this awkwardness, at
home or at work.

|53| Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

For the very next movie or TV program you watch or the fiction/nonfiction book you are currently reading, label the
character strengths you observe in the main characters. What is the evidence for each strength you are spotting? This
exercise is typically welcomed with open arms as homework for clients and students as well!

Putting the Steps Together
In my coaching work, I set up a personal rule-of-thumb to spot strengths in every session with
every client. Some meetings have character strengths activities and strengths-spotting as the
focal point; in other meetings they are peppered throughout. Examples involving the three steps
follow:

Wow, Mary, you really dealt with that challenging personal situation with a high level of social intelligence. It is
clear you tackled a sensitive social situation and offered your brother a number of different options for handling his
crisis. And you did it with kindness, as you made it clear you were there to support him throughout the ordeal. This
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is a nice display of two of your signature strengths – social intelligence and kindness. I suspect your brother
appreciated this, even if he didn’t say so.

Bill, I was impressed by how well you kept your cool during that heated discussion with our colleague David
yesterday. That took a lot of self-control on your part! Thanks for demonstrating such strength as our whole office
could have been negatively affected if you had approached it differently. Well-done.

Piper, may I give you some feedback? I watched how you included everybody in the discussion during the team
meeting earlier today. You displayed a great level of fairness by pulling in the typically quiet members. And you did
so with humility because I know you could have spoken eloquently for hours on the topic but you prioritized
everyone else’s views instead. I want to let you know how much I appreciated seeing your character strengths in
action. I have a meeting I’m running in a few hours and I’m going to remember your approach of fairness and
humility and attempt to run the meeting in a similar way.

Mom, you seem to always offer me warmth and kind words at just the right time. This is exactly what helps me feel
cared for and supported. I want you to know how much I value your love.

Practitioners are encouraged to be creative in applying these character strengths-spotting steps.
One educator, Mark Linkins, did just that when consulting to the Newark Boys Chorus School,
helping them to embed strengths-spotting practices throughout the school. In what was called
the Badge Project, each student wore a lanyard/badge around their neck each day that had the
24 character strengths written on separate cards. When they observed a classmate strongly
displaying any strength, they took out that card in their badge and handed it to the student,
explaining and appreciating the strength that was displayed. This was done among staff first and
then among the students, across grade levels. This project is a creative example of
operationalizing strengths-spotting throughout a classroom or system while boosting strengths
fluency, connectedness in relationships, confidence, and well-being.

|54| Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

At your next work meeting or family gathering, enter the environment wearing “strengths goggles.” This means walking in
with a mindset to look for strengths as they occur. Use a cue to remind you to keep your goggles on throughout the event
– you might place a sticker on your phone or wear a bracelet to remind you to see people and their interactions through
the lens of character strengths. Spot your coworker asking lots of questions (curiosity) or discussing collaborations on a
project (teamwork). Notice when your mother puts her arm around you when she speaks (love) or when your brother
keeps the family entertained with a funny story (humor).

Train Yourself to Look for Strength Behaviors

Character strengths can be expressed in our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Thoughts and
feelings are subjective and, of course, pose a challenge for observers to spot strengths.
Behaviors, on the other hand, are observable expressions that come across in speech or action.
In many instances, behaviors offer a clear display of character strengths that can be spotted.
There are probably an infinite number of potential behavioral manifestations for the 24 character
strengths – some “little,” everyday behaviors as well as big, obvious strength expressions, as
discussed in Chapter 1. Table 3.1 offers two examples of behaviors for each of the 24 character
strengths. These behaviors are not necessarily true for everyone but they offer the practitioner
general ideas about how the character strength might manifest. For some behaviors, there is an
overlap in the strength that could be represented. Some examples might appear simplistic;
however, people frequently do not draw a conscious connection between character strengths and
behaviors, therefore they offer a good starting point for awareness building.

Table 3.1.  Character Strength Behaviors

Creativity Shares new ideas at each team meeting.
Brainstorms easily, offering contributions quickly and often.

Curiosity Asks questions frequently, especially at every new conversation.
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Comments on trinkets, paintings, etc. when walking into a new office.

Judgment/critical
thinking

Shares a new angle or vantage point each time a core issue or problem is brought up.
Disagrees about a premise or core theme a colleague is sharing and is able to cite
evidence/rationale to the contrary.

Love of learning The individual carries a book around with them wherever they go (e.g., a physical book or a
device with a collection of e-books). Reads books on breaks.
Registers for new classes or attend lectures (even though they already have an advanced
degree).

Perspective Gives practical advice to people who share their problems with them.
Offers comments that reflect big-picture topics and issues important to humanity.

Bravery Challenges conventional ideas brought up by their boss.
Raises their hand and speaks up at public forums and large meetings.

Perseverance Finishes short-term and long-term projects within the expected time frame.
Receives special awards and commendations for accomplishments.

Honesty Shares vulnerabilities about oneself.
Gives constructive, sometimes unfavorable, comments when asked to give their
feedback/opinions.

|55| Zest Regularly takes walks or other form of exercise/movement on breaks.
Spends money on experiences with people rather than on products for themselves.

Love Expresses warmth, genuineness, and attentive listening with good eye contact when in
conversation with others.
Engages in physical touch with others (e.g., hugging, pats on the back).

Kindness Goes out of their way to check in on a colleague who had a rough week.
Brings a colleague a cup of coffee without being asked to do so.

Social intelligence Says the “right” thing at a meeting and most people in the group nod their head.
Gives empathy to a friend who is upset and stressed out.

Teamwork Inquires about the opinion of each team member on a project.
When given the choice, decides to work on a project involving discussion with others rather
than by oneself.

Fairness Resolves a dispute among family members by looking for and pointing out the common ground.
On a break, they make the effort to include a coworker in a conversation in which that person
appears to be on the periphery.

Leadership Organizes a get-together among friends for a weekend event.
Shares visions and ideas for others to follow and rally behind.

Forgiveness Gives a friend a second-chance saying “let’s move on” after the friend offended them.
Practices a meditation focusing on “letting go” as a way of managing stress.

Humility Spends more time listening in a conversation than trying to add their own views.
After having accomplished something important, they emphasize the group effort and
contributions of others.

Prudence Keeps various e-mail folders and subfolders and uses them.
Arrives on-time or early for meetings and appointments.

Self-regulation Goes for a jog or swim each day, which is part of their regular exercise routine.
Selects healthy choices such as fruits and vegetables when eating out for lunch.

Appreciation of
beauty & excellence

Often has tickets to attend the theater, opera, concerts, or other cultural events.
Surrounds oneself in office and home with paintings and other artwork.
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Gratitude Frequently expresses “thanks” for favors and good things said/done for them.
Places sticky-notes of appreciation on the desks of colleagues.

Hope Speaks about personal and professional goals and what they are working toward.
Shifts the focus in a conversation, no matter how dire, toward the silver lining.

Humor Tells jokes, funny stories, and makes witty remarks in groups.
Teases or is playful with others in one-on-one situations.

Spirituality Displays religious symbols in their home, office, and on their person (e.g., a cross necklace).
Spends time during breaks in quiet reflection, meditation, or contemplation.

3.  Align Character Strengths With Activities
If character strengths are natural energy resources within us and signature strengths are a core
part of our identity, then why not bring them forth deliberately in all the domains of our daily life?
The phrase “character-strengths alignment” captures this concept of bringing the best parts of
who we are into the space of the present moment we find ourselves. People want to not only do
things that they can do well but also do things that they care to do well (Mayerson, 2015, 2016).

|56| A recent survey of US workers (McQuaid & VIA Institute on Character, 2015) shows that
64% of workers think their success at work depends on building on their strengths, whereas only
36% think success will improve by remediating weaknesses. Nevertheless, only about half of
workers report getting to use their top strengths each day and 27% report getting no recognition
at all of their strengths from their bosses. Opportunities for creating character strengths
alignment are needed in the workplace.

Research is revealing the importance of character strengths alignment at work (Harzer & Ruch,
2016; Littman-Ovadia & Niemiec, 2017), and showing an important link between strengths over
interests when it comes to job crafting (Kooij, van Woerkom, Wilkenloh, Dorenbosch, & Denissen,
2017). In one study, workers were randomly assigned to either a strengths alignment group or a
control group (Harzer & Ruch, 2016). The workers in the strengths alignment group were asked
to plan and use their Top 4 signature strengths more at work during their specific daily tasks and
activities. These workers experienced significant increases in work-as-a-calling and global life
satisfaction compared to workers in the control group, and these changes were sustained for 6
months. How might character strengths alignment play out in the workplace? Table 3.2 reveal
two examples of a worker’s signature strengths, three of their work tasks as a human resources
manager, and the alignment between the two.

Table 3.2.  Examples of Character Strengths Alignment Across Three Work Tasks

Top Work Tasks Signature Strength Potential Alignment Activity

E-mailing customers Curiosity Use language in messages that conveys interest,
intrigue, novelty, newness, and curiosity.

Kindness Check in on and prioritize the customer’s needs, being
generous wherever possible.

Attending daily review meetings Curiosity Ask at least one question that explores possibilities at
each meeting.

Kindness Be thoughtful by offering employees water/coffee; check
in on how they are doing.

Troubleshooting work problems
brought forth by staff

Curiosity Emphasize an inquiry approach rather than an
authoritarian approach; help staff explore solutions to
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each unique situation.

Kindness Be concrete with your compassion for the employee’s
struggle; listen attentively; let them know you support
them.

An individual’s character strengths profile can be used as a guide to facilitating alignment with
work. Research has supported this, revealing a connection between character strength profiles
and the workplace role or function that the individual finds most engaging and satisfying.
Mayerson (2015) conceptualized the following seven categories or roles common to work teams
and Ruch, Gander, Platt, and Hofmann (2016) found empirical support for these categories, in
addition to devising the character strengths algorithm underlying each:

1. Creating ideas.
2. Gathering information.
3. Analyzing information for decision-making.
4. Implementing ideas/programs at work.
5. Influencing others, internally (e.g., key decision-makers) or externally to the organization

(e.g., investors, consumers) as to the merits of the work.
6. Managing relationships of coworkers.
7. Energizing the work team and the work itself to carry it through times of challenge.

|57| Ruch and colleagues found, for example, that people high in creativity and perspective
tended to be engaged by creating ideas, whereas people high on zest, hope, and bravery
matched best with the role of influencing others. Knowledge of each employee’s unique profile of
character strengths can be used to predict which roles an employee may find most energizing
and fulfilling. Job assignments can then be made to align with the employee’s roles considering
their character strengths profile; this helps put each employee to their highest and best use and
optimizes performance (Mayerson, 2015). This is certainly consistent with the robust research
supporting “job crafting” for employees (Wrzesniewski, LoBuglio, Dutton, & Berg, 2013).

While the workplace is the most studied area for character strengths alignment activities, and
thereby offering many opportunities for client application, other domains of life can benefit from
alignment of one’s top strengths as well, such as the domains of school, community, family,
social, and spiritual. Table 3.3 offers examples of character strengths, family activities, and their
alignment. It is conceivable that any of the 24 character strengths could be aligned with and
enhance a myriad of family activities.

Table 3.3.  Character Strengths Alignment With Family Activities

Family Activity Your Signature Strengths Alignment

Going outdoors Leadership Organize a family picnic – logistics, food, fun for the
evening.

Bedtime rituals Prudence Be clear with children on when bedtime is and when the
bedtime rituals (pajamas, brushing teeth, etc.) should
begin. Follow through with the plan.

Cooking Creativity Make new twists (i.e., new spices, new combinations, new
side dishes, new pairings) for familiar dishes.

Reading books together Love of learning Read together each night, review and discuss key lessons
learned from each book.

Group dancing Zest Engage in a family dance party in which each member
takes turns choosing a different song for the group to
dance to.
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Character strengths work is more about synthesis than analysis. This is particularly the case with
alignment interventions. Psychology has spent decades picking apart problems and the issues
that life brings. Strengths work, however, is largely about connecting aspects of life together –
synthesizing qualities, memories, thoughts, feelings, and strengths to elicit a whole. Practitioners
will ask individuals to recount times when they were at their best, to think of past successes, and
to put together ideas that would make a promising future; each of these help the individual to
draw connections and to merge experiences rather than to analyze and break them down. For
example, a practitioner might ask a client, “What strength are you using right now?” and help
them synthesize strength awareness and use with the present moment. In addition, a practitioner
might specifically encourage a client to tap into their bravery in order to have a challenging
conversation with their father or to admit one of their personal shortcomings. These are
examples in which the practitioner is helping the client synthesize the strength with a memory or
with a difficult situation.

|58| 4.  Use the Strengths-Based Practice Model
Are you strengths-based? When I ask large audiences of practitioners this question, most hands
shoot up. But, there is little consistency in what each person means by strengths-based. Is there
even such a thing “to be strengths-based”? Most meanings of strengths-based have the
connotation that this is the person’s default mode or modus operandi – that they are always this
way as a counselor, teacher, parent, or manager. That is a fallacy. With our heavy negativity bias
and neurological wiring to find flaws and inconsistencies in our environment, it would be a tall
order to overcome all of this and always look for the positive in situations or the good or
strengths in everyone we encounter.

It’s more likely that we are situationally strengths-based in that we are more strengths-based in
certain workplace situations or at specific times when we interact with our friends. Even more to
the point, we are momentarily strengths-based. We have fleeting moments where we are nice to
a stranger, we ask a positive-oriented question, we reframe the negative into a positive, we
empower another person with an encouraging remark, or we spot one of their character
strengths. These are moments of being strengths-based. Most often, they are short-lived. Our
hard-wiring quickly shifts us back to problem-based mindsets.

This is one reason why we need to use mindfulness with our strengths. Mindfulness serves as a
process for us to notice those potential moments for strengths. It opens the door to further action
we might take: Perhaps after a moment of strengths, we will practice cultivating more moments
of strengths, attempt to elongate the positive emotion of a strength (called savoring), or stay on
close lookout for the next opportunity to see a strength, which is only seconds away.

Despite calling myself a strengths-based practitioner, educator, writer, and researcher – hence
occupying much of my day with strengths work – there are plenty of times when lapses of
strengths pile up. To be honest (one of my signature strengths), I have far more lapses than uses
of strengths. One way that I keep strengths in mind is when I am coaching a client online, I keep
his or her character strengths profile on my computer screen, right next to their live image from
Skype. Throughout the conversation I never lose sight (literally) of their strengths. Even this
practical approach is subject to habituation. Thus, sometimes I need to deploy “cues for my
cues”! When I have lost sight of the person’s strengths entirely, I eventually see a unique
expression on their face or a smile perk up, and these are my cues to return to their strengths.
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Ideally those who call themselves strengths-based abide by the tenets, definitions, concepts,
and research on strengths. It shouldn’t be something that is said because it sounds good to
clients, employers, or the public. Appendix B offers a checklist of some key questions for
determining how much your work is based in strengths. There are many strengths-based models
and approaches. Many of these are reviewed in Appendix C. The following section reviews the
aware-explore-apply model because this is the model that was explicitly created for the VIA
character strengths and it has been successfully used since the arrival of the VIA classification in
2004.

Background: Aware-Explore-Apply Model

After the VIA classification was published (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), I became immediately
interested in applying this character strengths work to help others. At the time, I was working as
a clinical psychologist for several client populations – chronic pain clients, clergy in religious life,
clients with severe addictions, and clients with depression, anxiety, stress disorders, and a
variety of medical conditions. With that range of suffering, I needed a general, wide-reaching,
uncomplicated way of being strengths-based, and I wanted the approach to be stepwise and to
|59| not rely solely on the flow of interaction in the moment. I then did what a good investigative

reporter would do (or I simply did what someone high in curiosity or love of learning would do): I
spoke with strengths-based practitioners across disciplines (i.e., medicine, physical therapy,
nutrition, psychology, social work, spiritual direction, clergy, psychiatry). I investigated,
researched, observed, and asked questions, attempting to better understand what was known
and unknown about strengths-based approaches up to that point. After reading books, watching
videos, reviewing articles, and, most importantly, sitting in on sessions of talented, strengths-
based practitioners from the various disciplines, I noticed a pattern. It became clear to me that
these professionals were doing three processes in their strengths work: they helped clients
become aware of something positive the client had been blind to, they coexplored that positive
phenomenon through questions, activities, challenges, and reflections, and they took this
information and helped the client make meaningful action of it, usually setting concrete goals
and next steps. These three processes became the aware-explore-apply model (AEA). See
Snapshot 3.1. for an overview of the model when applied to character strengths.

A study in the work context using the same three themes of AEA as an intervention to train
workers on strengths found the intervention led to increased well-being and strengths use
(Dubreuil et al., 2016). These researchers also found that subjects who had high increases in
strengths use also had significant increases in work performance and harmonious passion.

The AEA model can structure a quick interaction or form part of a long-term process over
weeks and months. For example, with regards to the former, imagine you are watching Star
Wars: The Force Awakens (2015) and seeing the female protagonist, Rea, repeatedly displaying
bravery. This triggers awareness for you about bravery and your own level of bravery (aware).
You then ask yourself how much you display this strength in your daily life and what parts of your
life could use more bravery (explore). You decide that you need to bring more bravery to a
workplace scenario in which you’ll need to confront a colleague who has been offending you with
their political comments. You take action the next day, determined to rally your bravery to not
only start the conversation but to stay strong throughout the conversation as well (apply).

Snapshot 3.1. Character Strengths-Based Aware-Explore-Apply Model

Reflects and accentuates two central processes of strengths development: intrinsic motivation and mindfulness.
Reflects the basic strengths-based approach that expert practitioners deploy in their work with clients.
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Occurs over short or long periods of time, such as unfolding in one particular interaction or situation, or as reflected
in an ongoing interaction over time with a client, student, or employee.
Is a cyclical process that is worked through and repeated. The three phases of AEA are a virtuous circle that build and
reinforce one another in a positive way, from phase to phase.
The simplicity of what the practitioner needs to memorize (i.e., 3 words) is intentional so that there is a simple model
present within the complexity of strengths work.
Helpful when practitioners feel “stuck,” not knowing what to do next with a client. The practitioner asks themselves:
Does this client need to generate more awareness of their strengths, explore them more deeply, or are they ready to
set some goals?
Offered as a tool for clients to work on strengths in between sessions.

In detailing this model, I offer a description of each phase, followed by questions and sample
activities for clients to engage at each phase.

|60| Using the Aware-Explore-Apply Model

Aware

Description

The first step of understanding yourself or making any kind of change is to increase your
self-awareness (i.e., to “know thyself”). Taking the VIA Survey is a great first step. This helps
you to get in touch with a “common language” of strengths. Many people are surprised to
realize that they have all 24 of these strengths within them. Others are happy to see the
positive strengths that describe who they are at their core. Some individuals find
themselves saying, “I already knew that about myself.” If you find yourself saying this,
challenge yourself to build a growth mindset mentality, where you attempt to see every
experience as an opportunity to learn – to build further awareness of yourself.

Reflection Questions

What is your gut reaction? What surprises you most about your VIA results?
Do the highest strengths resonate for you as signature strengths?
Do you feel the top strengths are the most core to who you are and most energizing and
natural for you to use?

Sample Activities for Clients

Take the VIA Survey or VIA Youth Survey at https://www.viacharacter.org
Create a strengths introduction using the key concepts in Chapter 1 and parts of other
chapters that are interesting to you. Include your rationale for using a strengths-based
approach and link it to your client’s problems or goals. Writing it out will help you become
clear on what you’ve learned. This can be used to educate your client, build their strengths
awareness, and contribute to “client buy-in” for your strengths-based approach.
Help your client understand each of their signature strengths. Answer questions they have
about the meaning of each signature strength, going through them one by one.
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Help your client confirm their signature strengths, assisting them in drawing connections
between their words and their behaviors. Encourage them to affirm these character
strengths in themselves by sharing your own appreciation for your client’s expression of
them.
Engage in strengths-spotting by pointing out an example in which the client used a
character strength in the immediate session. Be sure to include the rationale for what you
observed.
Understand your client’s emotional reactions to the VIA Survey and the results. Validate
their emotions, ask clarifying questions, offer education on the topic, and correct
misconceptions.

Explore

Description

This phase involves connecting character strengths, particularly those highest in your
profile, with your past successes, your relationships, your achievements, times when you
are happiest, and times when you’ve faced great challenge or difficulty. This phase helps
you dig deeper into the connections between strengths and your past, present, and future; it
helps you under |61| stand how character strengths have shaped you, and how they are part
of what matters most to you. This phase may involve discussions with others about your
strengths, solitary reflection and journaling, and taking a close observation of yourself and
others in various situations.

Reflection Questions

When you consider times when you were successful, what strengths were you using? How
did each of your signature strengths come into play?
How do you express each of your signature strengths every day?
When you imagine a best possible future for yourself, what strengths will you need to bring
forth to get there? What might you need to do differently?
When you think of a time when you were anxious, depressed, or highly stressed, which
strengths did you lean on to move forward?
What strengths do you bring forth most strongly in your close relationships?
What are the pluses and minuses of working on your character strengths?
Consider your past or current mentors (or role models). What strengths did they embody?
How did they express them? What strengths did they see in you?

Sample Activities for Clients

You at your best, with strengths-spotting.
Reflect on past strengths use.
Explore ways to widen and extend strengths use.
Explore a problem through a strengths lens.
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Review a VIA interpretative report (specifically, the VIA Pro Report or VIA Me Pathways
Report), and exploring the content and graphs to view oneself from different perspectives.
Best possible self exercise.
Reflect on the overuse of character-strengths.

Apply

Description

This phase involves action planning. This may take the form of concrete goals and
objectives around strengths or it can simply be a reflection on the action one would like to
take. This phase is about making strengths part of your life routine. It is the doing phase.
After thinking about and discussing your strengths, it’s time to impact your behavior!

Reflection Questions

Consider the knowledge you have built up in the aware and explore phases, where do you
go from here?
Which strengths are you interested in applying in your daily life?
How might you use your signature strengths in new ways each day?
How might you use your strengths to reach your goals?
What kind of improvement or positive change would you like to make in your life?
How much energy/time do you have to make the change?
Do you suspect that making this change will be worth it? Why or why not?
|62| What is your highest motivation in terms of your self-development?

How do you want to “be” in this world and what do you want to “do” in this world?
What do you want to do in the long-run in terms of your strengths expression?
For what purpose are you intending to use your strengths? Is it linked with bringing more
good into the world (e.g., being a “better person”) or with being more true to yourself and
acting more authentically (e.g., being a “better me”)?

Sample Activities for Clients

Attend to strengths: Set up a system (e.g., sticky notes or other cues) to remind yourself to
pay attention to strengths … to not forget them! When you get caught up in the routines of
your day, how will you shift your mindset back to a focus on strengths?
Align strengths: Do you use your signature strengths regularly in your work and your
relationships? Find ways to align your strengths with your tasks and in your conversations.
For example, if you’re high in curiosity, ask unique questions of your friends and family. If
you’re high in appreciation of beauty/excellence, be sure to set up your work environment
where beauty is around you, take moments during the day to be out in nature, and bring
forth high quality work in even mundane tasks.
Acknowledge and appreciate the strengths of others: Be on the lookout for the strengths of
others; you can probably spot them in any interaction you have. A first level response with
strengths is to label (acknowledge) the strengths we witness in others (e.g., “John, you
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showed a lot of perseverance and bravery speaking up at that meeting this morning”). The
next level is to show value for (appreciate) the strengths you observe (e.g., “Sue, I really
appreciate your hopeful and grateful approach to life. I might not always say it, but it really
gives me a lift to be around you.”)
Activate your behavior: What is one small action you might take to work on your strengths?
Review the various character strengths interventions mentioned in this book (especially
those detailed in Chapter 8): Choose one or two that you are most motivated to practice or
to set up for your client.
Set strength goals: Set up specific and concrete action steps, tell others about your
intentions, and monitor your progress (see interventions in Chapter 8 on goal-setting).

Maintain

Description

The AEA process is self-maintaining in that an individual continuously cycles through it,
improving and digging deeper as they do the work. Nevertheless, a core part of any change
is maintenance. Some practitioners will find it useful to emphasize this as a fourth phase.
Making a change is easy; maintaining it is not.

Reflection Questions

What will you do for the rest of your life with your strengths work?
Where is your motivation highest around strengths work?
How can you keep your strengths work fresh and interesting?
How might you maintain a vision of yourself as constantly growing and evolving?
How will you get support from others around your strengths work?
|63| Are there strengths activities you would like to do with people you care about? How

might you set up a plan with someone in your life to work on strengths together?

Sample Activities for Clients

Use character strengths as the mechanism for maintaining and revising goals
(perseverance, hope, and prudence are core concepts for understanding goal-setting and
maintaining goals, i.e., hope to envision the goal and its pathways, prudence to map it out in
detail, and perseverance to carry it out).
Build character strengths routines in daily life.
Approach character strengths as if you are trying to establish a good habit.
Use mindfulness exercises to keep up a strengths consciousness.
Managers should deploy regular strengths-based performance reviews.

This character strengths-based approach helps to facilitate a personal paradigm shift for clients.
Snapshot 3.2. offers a summary of these phases to facilitate that shift.

Snapshot 3.2. Summary of the Flow of AEA With Maintain
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Aware: From autopilot/blindness to awareness
Explore: From general awareness to deeper insight
Apply: From insight to positive action
Maintain: From initial positive action to chronic positive action

5.  Embed Character Strengths into your Professional
Approach

There is substantial value in integrating positive psychology elements into clinical and counseling
psychology approaches, as well as management, education, coaching, and related disciplines. In
specifically considering effective psychotherapy, integrative approaches have strong empirical
support; it is important for counseling approaches to use empirically based solutions and to
integrate interventions that accommodate the individual and cultural characteristics of the
clients (Norcross & Goldfried, 2005). The argument here is for the integration of character
strengths into one’s professional approach and theories around how clients change.

Positive characteristics have been shown to uniquely predict disorders, buffer the impact of
negative life events, and have some role in preventing the development of disorders (Wood &
Tarrier, 2010). In addition, they’ve been argued as a focal point for psychotherapists to use to
cultivate clients’ pleasure, engagement, and meaning to improve psychotherapy (Duckworth,
Steen, & Seligman, 2005). It has been argued that character strengths, in particular, should be a
core element for assessment and intervention in establishing a balanced clinical practice (Rashid,
2015; Rashid & Ostermann, 2009).

Clients seeking a practitioner, especially practitioners in the psychotherapy/counseling field,
are looking for help with their problems. Their mindset reflects a desire to remediate their
problem, and they are hoping that the practitioner can join their mindset and alleviate their
suffering. Clients will expect to spend time recounting the details of their problems, attending to
what is going wrong in their life, and feeling bad about their deficits and weaknesses (Rashid &
Niemiec, 2013). As research has repeatedly shown that bad is stronger than |64| good
(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenaeuer, & Vohs, 2001), practitioners of all kinds are equally
vulnerable to this negativity bias.

Seligman (2002) has often emphasized that psychotherapy should not settle by only offering a
relief from suffering but to also emphasize boosting individuals to flourishing. When mental
health and mental illness are viewed on two continua, revealing four quadrants, research has
found that people who have strong mental and social health are likely to be flourishing but even
a small percentage of people who are suffering from mental illness can simultaneously flourish
(Keyes, 2002). Psychotherapy is thus about both – helping to alleviate suffering and helping
people to maximize strengths and well-being.

Whatever your approach to psychotherapy, coaching, educating, or managing, you can weave
character strengths into your approach. This means integrating, not replacing. Character
strengths provide a seamless and substantive overlay to enhance approaches that help people
change, whether that is a solution-focused or problem-focused orientation. This is also applicable
to any setting and any population because all human beings have these strengths, and therefore
there is always potential for working in a character strengths-based approach. As discussed in
the previous section, the AEA model is one pathway in which character strengths can be used as
an “overlay” to the practitioner’s orientation.
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If you’re a psychotherapist, it is likely that you relate to one of the approaches outlined in the
10th edition of the classic graduate school text Current Psychotherapies (Wedding & Corsini,
2013), which features the most current and successful, evidence-based psychotherapy
models/orientations. Character strengths can be woven into any of these approaches, and I will
exemplify several in this section. The newest therapy to be added is positive psychotherapy (PPT;
Rashid & Seligman, 2013), which integrates the latest research and practice from the positive
psychology field. In this 14-session model that has been shown to be more effective than
treatment as usual for depression (Seligman et al., 2006) and effective in a number of pilot
studies for a variety of clinical populations, including depression, schizophrenia, nicotine
dependence, and borderline personality (Rashid, 2015), it is character strengths that are the
most dominant positive psychology element, appearing as a key feature in most of the sessions.
This includes a focus and practice on gratitude, kindness, and signature strengths.

Another positive psychology model, which builds on the research-based effectiveness of
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy for depression (Segal et al., 2013), is mindfulness-based
strengths practice (MBSP; Niemiec, 2014a). This is the first program to use mindfulness to
explicitly target what is best in human beings (Baer, 2015). Early pilot research is promising
(Ivtzan et al., 2016; Niemiec, 2014a), and has been used in a number of settings, such as the
workplace (Niemiec & Lissing, 2016) and education (Lottman, Zawaly, & Niemiec, 2017; Sharp,
Niemiec, & Lawrence, 2016).

At the present time, most therapists are not applying MBSP or PPT in their practice, therefore,
I’ll discuss some ways to integrate character strengths into some of the most popular theoretical
orientations practitioners adhere to. Each subsection offers some integration examples but by no
means is meant to be construed as exhaustive or comprehensive for any orientation (in fact, I’m
confident entire books could be written on the integration of VIA character strengths with any of
the following).

Psychodynamic Orientation

Psychodynamic approaches are known for helping individuals to examine their past experiences,
including childhood, and helping the client look for patterns that are causing or perpetuating
present-day struggles. With this angle of treatment, there is a unique opportunity to explore
|65| character strengths – the origins of character strengths, the character strengths of each

parent/caregiver, how strengths dynamics ensued in the family to create positive or negative
experiences, how character strengths progressed over time (i.e., developmental trajectory), and
how character strengths were nurtured, suppressed, ignored, discouraged, or championed by
others. Exploring these robust areas can serve as a strong adjunct to therapists’ existing
psychodynamic approach.

In their chapter on integrating positive psychology into psychodynamic/psychoanalytic
approaches for a textbook on positive psychiatry, Summers and Lord (2015) argue that
traditional psychodynamic approaches emphasizing the therapeutic alliance, working through,
and termination can be expanded and deepened by applying insights from positive psychology,
including character strengths. Whereas traditional approaches emphasize how maladaptive and
immature defenses can cause symptoms and problems, they argue that positive psychology
approaches explain that client well-being is influenced by both positive and negative emotions
and that character strengths can buffer against stress and loss. In their discussion of termination
in the psychodynamic psychotherapy process, Summers and Lord offer the following question for
therapists to ponder with each client: “To what extent has the patient achieved an ability to
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respond with resilience to future life stressors, and what is the nature and extent of the patient’s
character strengths?” (p. 185).

Character strengths serve an important role in relationship building, and the therapeutic
relationship in psychodynamic work presents an opportunity ripe for strengths integration. Some
character strengths are obvious, central qualities of good relationships (e.g., kindness, love,
forgiveness, honesty), and other strengths are particularly user-friendly in terms of their
application “toward the other” (e.g., curiosity, gratitude, teamwork). In addition to discussing that
character strengths are part of a dynamic process within the relationship, therapists might take
two important approaches: directly target a client’s strengths and share their own character
strengths as a self-disclosure strategy to positively influence clients.

Therapists may say, “Tell me about your problems,” “What has been troubling you lately?,” and
“What are your greatest struggles or weaknesses?” Strengths-based, psychodynamic therapists
may continue to ask those questions but also weave in “What are your signature strengths?,”
“How might you apply your character strengths to deal with that problem,” and “What went well
this last week and how did your character strengths contribute to that experience?”

Humanistic Orientation

Many of the theories of Maslow and Rogers are used as a foundation for contemporary theorizing
on positive psychology practice in which concepts such as the client as their own best expert and
the actualizing tendency in human nature, and the basic goodness in people are integral (Joseph
& Linley, 2006). The strong alignment with and appreciation for humanistic approaches is clear in
those therapists who help clients understand, explore, and use their strengths of character.

The foundation of person-centered or humanistic psychotherapy approaches includes the
therapist embodying and conveying warmth, unconditional positive regard, and empathic
listening to their client (Rogers, 1961). This involves bringing forth the humanity strengths of
love, kindness, and social intelligence. In addition, to offering a genuine, unconditional positive
regard, a therapist brings not only kindness but the wider view of perspective to accept and
respect the person without judgment.

One of the key concepts in humanistic psychology is congruence. This refers to the therapist’s
having a match between their ideal self (who they wish they could be) and real self (who they
actually are in their life). A therapist’s level of congruence is considered integral to forming a
strong therapeutic relationship and, ultimately, for fostering healing for the client. |66| The
awareness of signature strengths and acting from signature strengths is a reflection of this
concept. If a therapist is naturally curious or grateful or kind then they will find ways to
appropriately express curiosity, gratitude, and kindness in therapy sessions.

Abraham Maslow’s (1973) hierarchy of needs toward self-actualization is one of the most
influential theories in all of psychology, and builds from the work of Rogers (1961) and Kurt
Goldstein (1934/1995). Self-actualization refers to “becoming one’s potentialities,” having a “full
realization of one’s potential,” and “expressing one’s true self,” all of which are common phrases
used in character strengths work. As individuals come to know and express all their character
strength capacities, especially their signature strengths, they are moving toward these elements
of self-actualization. For Rogers, the “fully functioning person” was someone continuously
working toward becoming self-actualized. Research has shown that the character strengths most
highly correlated with the fully functioning person are zest, bravery, honesty, leadership, and
spirituality, while humility and fairness were negatively correlated (Proctor, Tweed, & Morris,
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2016). Humanistic therapists can use the key concepts and practices in character strengths to
assist not only themselves but also their clients in finding growth.

Cognitive-Behavioral Orientations

Cognitive-behavioral approaches, whether that be traditional CBT, schema therapy, or rational-
emotive behavior therapy, are rich in the provision of structured methodology and techniques for
challenging distorted thinking patterns, irrational beliefs, vexing schemas, and maladaptive
behaviors. CBT therapists will turn to many of their own character strengths in their work with
clients, such as curiosity to gently explore patterns of thinking, judgment/critical thinking to
examine what is rational/irrational and logical/illogical in what clients are saying, and perspective
to help clients see the bigger picture, to name a few. In turn, therapists can train the clients to
deploy the same character strengths throughout the therapy process.

In the various CBT approaches, character strengths can be integrated on the level of
foundation or technique. For the former, a good example comes from the work of Christine
Padesky, a prominent CBT scholar, who conceptualized “strengths-based cognitive-behavioral
therapy” (Padesky & Mooney, 2012). Created as a model for building resilience, this four-step
approach invites clients to search for strengths, construct a personal model of resilience, apply
the model, and then practice resilience through behavioral experiments.

Also, character strengths can be woven into any technique in the CBT therapist’s
armamentarium. CBT therapists emphasizing the correction of faulty client schemas can draw an
immediate connection to character strength schemas that might counteract, replace, or bring
balance. In the construction of formal thought records, a staple in most CBT practices, clients are
guided to examine a problematic situation from several perspectives: the emotions and intensity
of these feelings, body sensations, unhelpful thoughts/images, facts that support the unhelpful
thought, and facts that provide evidence against the unhelpful thought. Many thought records
then encourage the generation of alternative/realistic/balanced thoughts, a process into which
character strengths can be woven into. In addition to providing options around counterbalance
and healing, character strengths can be explored from the perspective of being unhelpful and out
of balance, in which the therapist examines the overuse of strengths as they contribute to the
problem. Therapists can also deconstruct situations in which strengths use is the target instead
of only deconstructing troublesome situations. This is referred to as a strengths-based functional
analysis and assists clients in drawing connections between thoughts, feelings, behaviors, and
strengths. Wallin (2013), who writes about the integration of CBT and character strengths (in
Swedish), offers an example of a strengths-based functional analysis (see Table 3.4) and
strengths-based goal-setting (see Table 3.5). Both are strengths-based variations of classic CBT
exercises.

|67| Table 3.4.  Strengths-Based Functional Analysis

Situation Behavior Thoughts, Feelings Consequences Strengths Insights
Gained/Learned

As you reflect on the last
week, think about
situations in which you
used your character
strengths. Think about
situations that gave you
energy the last week?
Choose one situation.
When did it occur?
Where were you? Who
were you with?

What did you do? What
did you say? What was
the interaction you had
with others? Be specific.

What is going through
your head? What are
you thinking? What are
you feeling (positive and
negative emotions)?
Rate the intensity of
each feeling: 0–10

What does this lead to
in the short-run? In the
long-run?

What character
strengths are you using
in this situation?
Give a
rationale/explanation for
each character strength
you notice.

What do you take away
from this analysis?
What might you remind
yourself of as you move
forward?

Tuesday at 10:00 A.M.: I came up with and
shared new ideas for the

Thought: This is fun! Short-run: Positive
emotions. I have a lot of

Creativity: I thought of
many new ways of doing

I feel strong and
confident when I
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Brainstorming in a
meeting with my
colleagues.

campaign. Most of the
ideas were about how
we can integrate social
media.
I gave positive feedback
to my two colleagues
about several of their
ideas.

Thought: I want to make
sure I share as many
ideas as possible.
Thought: I want to help
out with my time; I know
we can make an impact.
Excitement: 9
Anxious: 2
Joy: 7

energy. I feel connected
with my colleagues.
Long-run: Some of the
ideas will lead to
concrete actions for our
company. I will likely be
part of implementing
one of the ideas in the
months to come.

things.
Zest: I expressed a high
level of energy and
enthusiasm, especially
once the three of us got
on a roll.
Bravery: I shared each
of my ideas; I did not
hold back even when I
thought that my
teammates might
consider one of my
ideas to be silly.
Teamwork: I did my part
and worked hard for the
group and for the
success of the project. I
reinforced the effort of
others.

brainstorm new ideas on
the marketing campaign
with my team.
I realize I have many
character strengths I
can draw upon.
My strengths are a
source of joy and
excitement.
I will remind myself how
much energy it gives me
to use my character
strengths at work.

Adapted and used with the permission of Lotta Wallin, http://www.styrkebaseratarbete.se

|68| Table 3.5.  Strengths-Based Goal-Setting

Situation Behavior Character Strengths Consequences Tracking and
Learning

In what situations or
life domains do you
want to practice
developing this
character strength?
Where, when, with
whom?

What specifically will
you do or say to
practice with this
strength? For how
long?

What strength(s) will
you practice
developing?
How will you express
the strength in a
balanced way?
How will you manage
overuse?

What will this practice
lead to in the short-run
for you? In the long-
run?

What will you learn
from this practice?
Who might support you
in making progress?
How will you track your
progress?

Adapted and used with the permission of Lotta Wallin, http://www.styrkebaseratarbete.se

Family Therapy
Researchers Sheridan and Burt (2009) argue for a family-centered positive psychology that
focuses on problem-prevention and is strengths-based, which they define as building on the
family’s existing competencies and promoting the family’s motivation toward growth. This type
of approach emphasizes “collaborating with” rather than “treating” families. The idea of working
with strengths is not a new concept to most family therapists; however, working with a system of
strengths and a validated assessment tool accompanied by structured, practical strategies
provides a new dimension for practitioners.

Some application examples for family therapists to consider using with their clients, several of
which come from Niemiec (2010a), are offered here:

Each family member should be encouraged to take the VIA Survey or VIA Youth Survey to
attain valid results. For family members under the age of 10, the family can discuss and
come to a consensus as to the character strengths of other members (no family member
should be excluded!)
Top character strengths (e.g., Top 3–7) can then be posted in a prominent place in the
house for all family members to see.
Family members are encouraged to set up mutual validation systems by memorizing one
another’s strengths and weaving them into conversations, and using positive or negative
situations as opportunities to offer mutual strengths-spotting and strengths appreciation.
Some formal examples include, “I really appreciated your creativity in helping me on the
science project, Mom,” “You showed skillful leadership today, Bobby, you really got
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everyone involved in the game,” and “Dad, I want to thank you for being so forgiving to me
over the last few weeks while I’ve been so stressed out and angry about school.”
Family therapists can work to set up character strengths discussions around core themes.
For example:

Family strengths culture. What are the most common character strengths themes or
virtue themes across the family?
Strength uniqueness. Who is high in a character strength that no one else is high in?
How can the family make the most of this person’s unique strength to bring benefit to
the family?
Strength management. What is a strength no one in the family is high in? Does the lack
of a strength or virtue have a positive/negative impact? How might that be managed as
a family?
|69| Strength cueing. What will be a reminder system for keeping up with these

strength activities?
Strengths genogram or “family tree of strengths” can be used to map out top character
strengths in a structured format, for not only the nuclear family but over several
generations. This provides stimulating and fascinating discussions around the origins of
character strengths and enhances family bonding and interconnection.
The family can practice strengths-spotting by setting up a ritual movie night to watch
movies with a character-strengths lens. Each family member practices spotting the top
strengths in the protagonist(s) and discusses how they used the strength, developed it, or
struggled to use it. Looking to exemplars in movies, such as the character of Leigh Anne
Tuohy in The Blind Side (2009), provides families with healthy role models of good
communication, problem-solving, and growth, and engenders opportunities for families to
talk about important life issues (Wedding & Niemiec, 2003). For a comprehensive list of
positive psychology movies, including family-friendly films, see the authoritative text on the
topic by Niemiec and Wedding (2014).

Solution-Focused Approaches

Focusing on solutions is an approach used by therapists (i.e., solution-focused therapy) and is a
popular orientation for many coaches (e.g., life coaches). Solution-focused approaches are
generally goal-oriented, collaborative, future-focused, and prioritize helping the client look for
possibilities through structured questions. At the heart of solution-focused approaches rests the
support for the client in understanding and using their strengths to generate solutions, new
avenues, and make progress on their goals. Practitioners taking a solution-focused approach will
enhance their work by helping their clients build upon their signature strengths, boost up lower
strengths, and help them discover a wide, balanced use of character strengths across contexts.
Tools and techniques in the armamentarium of solution-focused practitioners include naming
previous solutions to the client’s problem, looking for exceptions to the client’s problem,
validating what the client is doing well, and inviting clients to do more of what’s working (Berg &
Dolan, 2001). Character strengths can play several important roles: being integrated into
questions, as attributes to be boosted and as mechanisms used by the therapist to enact the
technique. Table 3.6 offers examples of character strengths integration pathways for solution-
focused approaches. In the table, there is the quintessential solution-focused therapy technique
referred to as “the miracle question” (Berg & Dolan, 2001), which is usually stated similar to the
following:

Imagine that you go to bed tonight and then wake up in the morning and a miracle has taken place during the night
– your problem is solved! And as you slowly emerge from your sleep, what would be the first small sign that helps
you see that a miracle did indeed take place and your problem is gone?
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Equally important to this question are follow up strategies around scaling and coping, such as
“On a scale of 1 to 10 where 10 is having the problem solved, please rate your current
experience in regard to the problem”; “How do you know you are at a __ (number chosen)?”; and
“How have you managed to move from a __ to a __ (number chosen)?”

|70| Table 3.6.  Solution-Focused Techniques and Examples of Character Strengths Integration

Classic, Solution-Focused Technique Example of Character Strengths Integration

Name previous solutions to problems What character strengths did you deploy back then to reach that
solution?

Look for exceptions to problems Practitioner uses critical thinking/judgment (and encourages the client
to use this strength) to see the nuances, such as times when the
problem resolved or lessened.

Validate what is going well Practitioner uses strengths-spotting with client.

Acknowledge the difficulty of problems Practitioner deploys empathy (social intelligence) and
compassion/kindness to the client. Encourages the client to apply
social intelligence and kindness inwardly (i.e., self-compassion).

Use present- and future-oriented questions What strengths are you using right now, just being here with me,
talking and working to develop solutions to your problem? What
character strengths might you use to make further progress?

Take more action with what is working Behavioral activation with character strengths.

Set and work toward a specific goal How will one of your character strengths act as a concrete pathway to
help you reach your goal?

Miracle question What were the essential character strengths you used to make the
miracle a reality (or to make progress toward the miracle)?

Scaling How have you used your character strengths so far to be at this
number? What is one small way you can use one of your strengths to
move up one number on the scale?

Coping What character strengths are involved with the prevention of your
getting worse?

Coaching Approaches
There are many models, approaches, and types of coaching, but there are some common threads
across the approaches of life coaches, health/wellness coaches, executive coaches, and parent
coaches.

The International Coach Federation, the leading credentialing organization in coaching, says
this about coaches on their webpage:

Coaches are trained to listen, to observe and to customize their approach to individual client needs. They seek to
elicit solutions and strategies from the client; they believe the client is naturally creative and resourceful. The
coach’s job is to provide support to enhance the skills, resources, and creativity that the client already has.
(http://www.icfminnesota.org/about-coaching)

These natural, internal resources in clients are their character strengths, which can be accessed
and deployed to support the coach or the client. As coaching involves a shift from observer to
participant, from passive to active, from negative to positive, from teaching to experiencing, and
from telling to listening (Rock & Page, 2009), character strengths support the coach with each
shift. This is because character strengths are naturally energizing, easily made to be action-
oriented, and are participative, leading to activities that are engaging and positive in the
coaching sessions.
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Few would disagree that the heart of coaching is the establishment of a good relationship,
helping clients understand themselves, and helping clients set and work toward goals that will
|71| assist them in gaining greater well-being, engagement, and meaning, higher achievements,

or better relationships. The VIA character strengths are at the core of each of these areas
(Seligman, 2011). This is why character strengths are referred to as “the backbone of the science
and practice of positive psychology.”

Ultimately, the utilization of character strengths allows a coach to take a more rigorous
approach to strengths assessment and intervention (i.e., awareness, exploration, and use). Three
process are particularly useful to accomplish this in coaching (Niemiec, Rashid, Linkins, Green, &
Mayerson, 2013): strengths knowledge, strengths use, and strengths-spotting. In addition, all
coaches must be proficient in the science of goal-setting (Halvorson, 2011; Miller & Frisch, 2009).
One important link between character strengths and goal-setting is that character strengths can
pose as the means or the ends to the goal. In other words, character strengths might be the goal
itself (e.g., “I want to build up my strength of self-regulation”) or the pathway to reaching the
goal (e.g., “I will use my curiosity strength to create a pathway of asking a friendly question to
one new person each day, which will help me reach my goal of having more friends at work”). In
terms of specific character strengths and the construction of personal and professional goals, a
coachee probably uses hope to conceive of a goal, prudence to plan for it, and perseverance to
carry it out.

Ultimately, coaches are helping coachees get better in touch with themselves and empowering
them to use their best qualities to enhance well-being, manage problems, improve relationships,
and find success.

There are many coaching programs and models that have integrated character strengths work,
and each is unique to its own context (see Gibbs & Larcus, 2015, and Larcus, Gibbs, &
Hackmann, 2016, for successful integration examples in wellness coaching). In terms of models,
one of the most widely used models that provides a conversational structure to coaching is the
GROW model, championed by Sir John Whitmore (1996). Each of the phases of the GROW model
(goal, reality check, options, will/way forward) are associated with important questions to support
a client in taking action (Stoltzfus, 2008). As with the phases and steps with any coaching model,
character strengths can be seamlessly integrated to support the coachee at each phase. Table
3.7 maps out the description and sample questions for each phase of the GROW model, along
with examples of potential pathways for character strengths integration.

Table 3.7.  The GROW Model of Coaching and the Integration of Character Strengths

GROW Model Description Sample Questions Character Strengths
Integration

Goal Co-construct the desired
objective for the coaching
experience.

What specifically do you want to
accomplish in our work together?
What outcome would make our
conversation a success?

What character strengths will
help you get there?
What character strengths have
you previously used to get you
where you are today with that?

Reality check Determine an objective starting
point for change. Gather facts,
not opinions.

What have you accomplished
with this in the last week? How
many times?
When did this occur?
Who was involved?

What character strengths did you
use this week when this was
occurring?
What difference did using your
strengths make?

Options/obstacles Develop several potential
solutions by encouraging the
thinking of things through.

What action did you take?
What obstacles emerged?
What are your options for
overcoming this obstacle?

What character strengths have
others used to manage a similar
situation successfully?
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|72| Which of your strengths will
be most helpful in
facing/overcoming this barrier?
What character strength might
you use right now to brainstorm
potential courses of action?

Will/way forward Turn the preferred solution into
concrete action steps.

What is one step you can take
this week to move you toward
your goal?
What option do you want to turn
into action?
On a scale of 1–10, how likely is
it you will take this step this
week?

What character strengths will
help you with this specific step?
When obstacles arise, which
character strengths will you turn
to?

Any Therapeutic Orientation
Research on psychotherapy has abounded over recent decades due to the work of many
scholars, not the least of whom is Bruce Wampold, whose studies of what accounts for change in
psychotherapy has deeply impacted the field. To the surprise of many practitioners, the type of
therapy used is not strongly associated with the amount of change that occurs in personality
traits (Roberts et al., 2017). Quantitative research has supported a “general equivalence” across
the main therapeutic orientations, meaning that there are similar positive results across the
valid, structured psychotherapies and that most of change is accounted for by relational and
contextual factors (Laska, Gurman, & Wampold, 2014). Client factors therein are estimated to be
the biggest contributor to impactful change yet have been a much-neglected factor (Bohart &
Tallman, 2010). Targeting a client perspective is congruent with the “client as self-healer”
paradigm (Bohart, 2007). Therefore, a comprehensive qualitative analysis was conducted
examining 109 studies, which revealed five core, client change clusters (some of which
highlighted character strengths (Levitt, Pomerville, & Surace, 2016). Three of the five
overarching clusters along with hypothesized character strengths are: (1) client change as
occurring through structured curiosity and engagement in pattern identification and narrative
reconstruction (e.g., curiosity, judgment/critical thinking, perspective); (2) the caring and
acceptance of therapists to allow clients to internalize positive messages and enter the change
process (e.g., kindness, social intelligence); and (3) therapy progresses as a collaborative effort
with discussion of differences (e.g., teamwork, leadership).

An exploratory study of experienced psychotherapists examined their perceptions of how
signature strengths enhance their work, and three themes emerged: signature strengths
contributed to meaningful work, higher energy levels, and enabling work environment conditions
(Atkinson, 2007). Therapists who take a strengths-based approach with clients are described as
more likely to experience vicarious resilience in working with clients (Edelkott, Engstrom,
Hernandez-Wolfe, & Gangsei, 2016).

The work of integrating character strengths into the myriad of forms of psychotherapy,
coaching, and other helping professions is just beginning. Practitioners can turn to virtually any
element of the practitioner–client relationship, the client themselves, or the change process and
find benefit in applying character strengths.

|73| 6.  Use Your Own Strengths in Sessions and in Meetings
In general, a character strengths-based approach is viewed as having the following descriptors:
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Collaborative. Involves a two-way street that is explorative and productive.
Honest. Acknowledges problems, but doesn’t get lost in them.
Positive. Brings what's best (strengths) into the session and attempts to engender the same
within the client – to build the positive but also to manage difficulties and conflicts.
Empowering. Encourages and advances the individual.
Energizing. Uplifts and fuels the person.
Insightful. Adds to the person’s knowledge of themselves and how they relate to others.
Connecting. Brings the person closer to not only themselves but to others (including the
coach), aiding in mutual connections.

These are qualities the practitioner expresses, directly or indirectly, to clients. These are not true
all the time for every encounter. For example, at times clients will not walk away feeling
“energized” (and neither will the practitioner). It is likely that those practitioners who embody
their signature strengths (and a range of other character strengths) will be optimally embodying
and thereby facilitating these elements.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

As you help others explore their character strengths, consider how you might benefit from exploring your own character
strengths in the context of a practitioner–client encounter (adapted from McQuaid, Niemiec, & Doman, in press).

How might I bring forth my signature strengths into the process as I interact with clients (or students or
employees)?
How comfortable am I with how I will introduce character strengths, the rationale for strengths, VIA Survey
instructions, and the debriefing of the results with my clients? Do I need to script some of this out to help me
remember the key points?
What character strengths interventions do I need to personally practice before trying them out with my clients?
How will I integrate strengths interventions into my existing framework in order to be of maximum benefit for my
client?

One of the challenges practitioners face is simply remembering to attend to their own strengths
during sessions and meetings as it can be surprisingly common for practitioners to forget to turn
to their own inner resources. Mindfulness approaches can serve as a direct path for practitioners
to stay more carefully tuned into their own processes and to their character strengths which can
be deployed in the session (Niemiec, 2014a). The use of mindfulness revolves around the use of
two character strengths in particular – self-regulation and curiosity (Bishop et al., 2004) – and is
an emerging adjunct for practitioners to use for self-development (Hall, 2013; Passmore &
Marianetti, 2007; Pollak, Pedulla, & Siegel, 2014).

Practitioners who are mindful of their own strengths begin to realize that any of the 24
character strengths can be applied to assist themselves in engaging with the client, maintaining
attention, and facilitating a positive interaction. For example, a practitioner high in curiosity may
draw upon this strength to deeply explore a client’s goals; creativity to facilitate the
brainstorming of ideas; self-regulation to maintain focus on the topic at hand; prudence to
manage time wisely; bravery to challenge a client at the right time; love to bring forth an
approach that is warm and genuine; and teamwork to capitalize on the collaborative nature of
the therapeutic or coaching relationship.

|74| According to Harvard psychologist Carol Kauffman and colleagues, practitioners and clients
directly benefit from use of the VIA Survey and a character strengths focus in at least three ways:

1. Develops a new language for labeling and accessing strengths;
2. Elevates the coach’s self-efficacy, effectiveness, and enthusiasm during challenging times;

and
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3. Assists in creating an optimal practitioner–client relationship (Kauffman et al., 2008).

One of the most helpful insights a practitioner can remember during a therapy or coaching
session is to deploy their own signature strengths during the experience. Why not bring forth
your best, most authentic self into your work with clients? Of course, it makes perfect sense, but
this idea typically sits preconsciously in the practitioner’s mind, often untapped and
underutilized.

A client of mine, “Chris R.,” was beginning his own practice of coaching in the field of health
and wellness. He shared with me his insecurities about coaching, how he felt uncertain about
what he was doing, and how it seemed as if everyone else in his coaching training cohort knew
how to coach others well. Everybody but him. Of course, he was describing the universal
phenomenon known as the “imposter syndrome.” In starting out new work – especially
interactive work like coaching, psychotherapy, teaching, or managing – part of the experience
involves feelings of uneasiness as one navigates new terrain. The strategy of systematically
going through one’s Top 5–7 character strengths and applying them into a sample coaching
encounter is a way to build confidence and comfort in sessions. That is the approach I took with
Chris – I remembered that each of the 24 character strengths was a potential resource he could
use. He and I started with the top strength in his profile, and went through his Top 7 strengths
one-by-one, brainstorming ways he could use each in his work coaching others. Like many
clients, Chris resonated with the topic of taking on a character strengths mindset but he was
concerned he would forget in the moment. Therefore, we created some “mindset catalysts” that
would be practical and easy for him to remember to embody the particular strength. Table 3.8
offers some of the examples that emerged from Chris’s signature strengths and the mindsets he
could embody, or, at the least, remember in the moment that he had within him to potentially
call forth.

Table 3.8.  Character Strength Mindsets When With a Client

Character Strength Mindset for Session Catalyst to Prompt Mindset in Session

Curiosity Take an exploratory and questioning approach Ask a question

Kindness Think and act from a caring and supportive
perspective

Offer client a glass of water

Judgment Allow rationality/reason to guide me Touch my head subtly with my finger as a
reminder to think and reason

Gratitude Allow heartfelt appreciation to permeate my
attitude and behavior

Spot a strength and share my appreciation for it

Honesty When in doubt, be myself Self-disclose a relevant story; share my
newness to coaching to my client

Spirituality Find meaning/sense of calling in working as a
practitioner/helper; explore what gives my
client meaning, if appropriate

Place a spiritual icon or sacred object on
desk/wall in my office in the line of my view

Forgiveness Let go of biases, offensive remarks, differing
opinions

Take a deep breath and on the exhale “let go”
of thinking and embrace gentleness

|75| This approach of bringing forth signature strengths in sessions is a way practitioners can
be true to their own message – and to practice what one preaches as a strength-based
practitioner. It is a way of taking care of oneself during experiences that can, at times, be
draining and stressful. Strengths use can manage the harsh inner critic and move practitioners in
the direction of self-fairness, self-forgiveness, and self-compassion. Specifically, strengths use
can be targeted before, during, or after a meeting or a session with a client. Table 3.9 offers an
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overview of three practitioner techniques and guiding questions across time orientation that can
contribute to practitioner self-care and practitioner strengths activation. Each of these techniques
is detailed out in Chapter 8.

Table 3.9.  Character Strengths Activities Across Time Orientation

Time Orientation Positive Psychology Strategy Question(s) for Exploration

Before a session Resource priming What are my best qualities as a helper?

During a session The mindful pause What character strength am I using in session
right now?
What strength might I consciously bring forth
right now?

After a session Positive reminiscence What went well in the session?
What strengths did I successfully deploy?

Chapter Summary

The practice of character strengths starts with ourselves. Spot strengths in yourself and in your life stories. Notice,
understand, confirm, and appreciate your signature strengths.
Character strengths are social: Recognizing, labeling, and appreciating character strengths in others, through their
actions, nonverbal communication, and their stories is important for building strengths knowledge and strengthening
relationships.
Align character strengths with work tasks and life activities to deepen meaning and personal fulfillment.
Use the AEA model, which is a metaprocess for working with another person’s character strengths.
Character strengths can be integrated into any theoretical orientation, change process, or disciplined approach in
helping others, cutting across clinical psychology, coaching, management, and teaching.
Practitioners are encouraged to deliberately use their own character strengths in sessions and meetings.
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|76| Chapter 4
Behavioral Traps, Misconceptions, and
Strategies

Introduction
I have emphasized core concepts relating to character strengths (Chapter 1), key practices that
have served practitioners well when it comes to signature strengths work (Chapter 2), and shown
how character strengths can be integrated into practice (Chapter 3). Now, let’s look at where
practitioners frequently get stuck or hung up on when working with character strengths. I’ve seen
the very best practitioners, researchers, and educators (some of which are recognized leaders in
positive psychology) make these missteps when engaging in the education and practice of
character strengths.

This chapter addresses troubleshooting with strengths work and is my attempt to bring the
various practitioners and their differing levels of experience on a similar page with character
strengths work. For the purposes of this chapter, the “behavioral traps” are actions that
strengths-based practitioners take that may not be optimal, are misguided, or are not adhering
to the science. I use the term “misconception” to refer to biased beliefs or mindsets that are
incorrect, unhelpful, and/or wrong-minded. In psychological terms, thinking and behaving greatly
influence one another, thus there is the potential that these phenomena can mutually impact one
another and create vicious circles. These traps, misconceptions, and approaches emerged from
my coaching and teaching positive psychology practitioners, observations of research in the field,
and conversations with thought leaders and advanced practitioners/researchers across cultures.

Behavioral Traps and Suggested Strategies
Many, if not most, practitioners refer to themselves as strengths-based. However, the word
“strengths” has become a generic term that does not have universal meaning. No practitioner is
perfect, and there is no exact, agreed-upon strengths-based approach, but there are many bad
habits and common errors that well-intentioned practitioners make and which could impact the
client. I’ll review seven of these common missteps and how each might be corrected or improved
upon by deploying a character strengths-based approach.

Just Show Up

Behavioral Trap

Because the field of strengths is an amorphous and subjective area in which most practitioners
do not give much attention to the different types of strengths, the dimensionality of strengths,
|77| and the models of strengths-based work, it is easy, and therefore common, for practitioners

to wing it. By knowing a couple of strengths-based activities and taking a positive-minded
approach, many practitioners feel confident they’ve got strengths covered. Many feel further
credence for this approach because they place the onus of the work on the client, and, therefore,
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believe being armed with a few questions on strengths will be sufficient as the client is the one
doing the work. In reality, this is not a sign of an intuitive and competent helper but more an
indication of the fast-paced busyness of helping professionals that often leads us unprepared to
do our best.

Suggested Strategy: Prepare With Resource Priming

It was Alexander Graham Bell, one of the most successful inventors the world has known, who
said “Before anything else, preparation is the key to success.” Research studies support this
showing that if a therapist focuses on their client’s strengths prior to a therapy session (called
“resource priming”) that a number of positive outcomes unfold such as improved outcomes, a
higher use of strengths in the session, a stronger practitioner–client relationship, and more
experiences of mastery/accomplishment (Fluckiger & Grosse Holtforth, 2008; Fluckiger, Casper,
Grosse Holtforth, & Willutzki, 2009; Fluckiger, Wusten, Zinbarg, & Wampold, 2010). The task is
fairly simple for the practitioner: Take a few minutes to reflect on the strengths of the client you
are about to meet with. What are their signature strengths? What strength-based discussions
have you had with them already? What strengths do they overuse? What strengths are they
using in their daily life? In meetings with you? Resource priming allows the practitioner to tailor
the work to the individual client.

The main study on resource priming was done with psychotherapists; however, therapy
encounters shouldn’t be the only population to benefit. No doubt coaching relationships can
benefit as well as supervisor–supervisee, teacher–student, and so forth. Here are some examples
of extending this practice across professions:

Teachers might reflect on the strengths of their students and the strengths of their
classroom-as-a-whole before walking in to teach a lesson. Further, they can consider how
they will help the students explore and use their strengths during classroom lessons and
projects.
Managers might reflect on the strengths of their employees before entering a weekly
meeting with them, before an employee review, or prior to a team meeting. In addition,
these employers can take a moment to remember the best qualities of each employee
before sending them an e-mail or phone message.
Parents might reflect on the strengths of their children before their next interaction with
them. While driving home, working parents could spend time considering ways in which they
can validate and encourage their child’s strengths later that day.
Couples might consider the strengths of their spouse or partner before engaging in a conflict
or confrontation. Couples can reflect on the signature strengths of their loved one that they
most cherish and appreciate.

Remediate Lower Strengths, Deficits, and Weaknesses

Behavioral Trap

What’s one of the first things a person does when they receive their rank-order results on the VIA
Survey? They look to the bottom of their profile, and exclaim they want or need to boost one or
more strengths. This is an automatic reaction and comes from our ingrained nature to fix |78| or
correct what’s wrong. It’s fascinating that we take this approach, bypassing about 20 positive
qualities in order to get to the bottom! Why are we so focused on weakness and deficit? There
are many reasons including our fight or flight biology that wires us to see inconsistencies, flaws,
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and potential danger very quickly. Research has shown over and over that bad is stronger than
good (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenaeuer, & Vohs, 2001), meaning that the impact of the
negative aspects of our psychology has more substantial and enduring effects than the good.
And, other research shows that people perceive their weaknesses as more malleable than their
strengths and, in turn, view their strengths as constant (Steimer & Mata, 2016). People also
expect their weaknesses to improve and have a greater desire to correct or change their
weaknesses.

Part of the reason clients believe their strengths are constant and thereby not malleable to
change is the “taking-strengths-for-granted effect,” which occurs as mindlessness and
automaticity take hold of the individual rather than an open-minded mindfulness that pursues
growth and possibility (Dweck, 2006; Niemiec, 2014a). Others have described this as seeing
strengths as ordinary rather than extraordinary (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011), which misses the
true reality and potential of our strengths.

Whether it be weaknesses, deficits, or lesser strengths, practitioners are equally vulnerable to
being biased toward what’s less strong and they will be pulled into the energy of the negative or
the emotionality around a struggle. My colleague and I were a perfect example of this. Several
years ago, we began consulting to local Boys and Girls Clubs in the region we lived. These clubs
serve at-risk kids with programming, skill-building, and after-school resources for further
learning, play, and connections. The entire staff at each club participated; we gathered the staff
in a circle and engaged in exercises around signature strengths and strengths-spotting. Part of
our approach involved the staff identifying and describing a child that was struggling, isolated, or
difficult, in other words, a “lost child.” When we asked each person to describe their examples we
heard stories of fire-starting, selfish behavior, rude behavior, and disrespect; it was easy for us as
the facilitators to get caught up in the stories and thinking about how difficult or problematic the
child was. The deficit-based thinking and discussion was contagious for the staff and it even fed
our own deficit-based thinking, despite the topic being character strengths! (I’ll return to this
story in the next section).

There’s nothing inherently wrong with focusing on lower strengths and research has revealed
there are benefits in targeting lesser strengths too (Proyer et al., 2015). However, if what is less
strong in the individual is the starting point of a conversation, then perhaps the strengths-based
approach is not as strong as it could be. A tactic that practitioners can take is to get clarity on the
client’s perspective and hopes at the onset of the interaction. After reviewing their character
strengths profile (the rank-order of strengths from 1 to 24), many clients will immediately
hyperfocus on their bottom strengths and comment on how they want to improve one of them.
Consider this interaction I had with a coachee around getting clarity:

What would you like to focus on today?
I want to elevate my lowest character strength.
At the expense of which other strengths?
What do you mean?
If you lift a lower strength in your rank-order then that means it will rise above other
strengths. Therefore, one or more strengths will go down in your rank order.
That’s true. I don’t know if I like that so much. I was thinking I didn’t like how some of
my strengths were down at the bottom.
Right, some strengths might be lower because you have given less attention to them
or simply don’t perceive them especially strong in yourself. It’s fine to consider that
|79| as an option. But, you might frame it for yourself as “which strength do I want to

bring to the forefront of my attention more consistently?”
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Yes, that gets at it. I’d like to give more attention to my strength of self-regulation.

Suggested Strategy: Educate and Then Go With the Resistance

What can you do with a client who has this misconception? In short, it is alluring for professionals
to talk about “weaknesses” with clients, so it’s important to embody some open-mindedness and
flexibility in one’s approach and in considering the suggestions in this section.

Inform the client that the VIA Survey is not a measure of weakness or deficit, therefore it’s
incorrect to use those terms. An improved albeit imperfect phrase is “lower strengths,” which are
just that, strengths that according to the individual’s self-perception are lower within them in
comparison to other strengths. Education can also come in the form of sharing that some
research is showing it’s better to target strengths than to remediate deficits (e.g., Cheavens et
al., 2012; Meyers et al., 2015), although lower strengths are not technically considered deficits or
weaknesses.

In addition, there’s a time to do what’s called psychojudo (Cummings & Sayama, 1995) and go
with the resistance rather than fight with the client to adhere to the expert’s opinion. Instead, the
practitioner follows the client’s lead, knowing that this is not a time to resist, disagree, and argue
for the approach you believe is optimal for the situation. Finding the balance on this continuum of
“allowing” and “resisting” can be challenging. The issue of lower strengths brings up this tension.
As an example, when clients refer to their lowest strengths as weaknesses, I first inquire what
they mean by this, and if it appears they are defining themselves by the term weakness then I
am generally quick to move to the “resistant” side of the continuum and educate them on how
the VIA Survey does not formally measure weaknesses. However, when a person insists on
targeting their lower strengths, rather than fight them on the terminology and attempt to push
them to focus on signature strengths, I go with the resistance and the client’s inclination and at
the same time look for opportunities to educate and move the client forward. Here’s an example:

I want to work on my lower strengths.
OK, but I want you to know that signature strengths are where many people find the
most benefit. We have a natural inclination to want to correct what’s wrong or change
a problem or deficit within us. Often that’s how people approach their VIA strengths
profile – to go toward the bottom where they are not as strong. There’s nothing wrong
with that but research is showing there is benefit to shifting our mindset to study,
understand, and build upon what’s at the top.
I disagree with you that the signature strengths are more important. Building up my
lower character strengths will make me more complete.
[Educating] Let me share a bit about signature strengths. These are strengths that
are most core to who you are and likely where your highest energy is. They are no
doubt a driving force in your life. Understanding and building upon these unique
strengths in you can help you reach your goals, become happier, and get more in flow
at your work. Signature strengths are what really matter.
I already know my signature strengths. They did not surprise me. Lower strengths are
what I need. I was surprised that some of these were so low in my profile. I think
that’s where I will benefit.
[Going with the resistance] OK. Have you found benefit in working on your lower
strengths before?
|80| Yes, I have.

What did you focus on?
My lowest strength of perseverance.
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What did you do?
I set small goals so that I could keep accomplishing little things each day. I felt better
getting things done – more in control.
Excellent. How did you do that?
I took an approach of being gentle with myself. I can be pretty harsh at times,
especially when I don’t succeed with a project I’m working on. So, what I did is I
tracked my little goals each day and if I didn’t meet one or two then I remembered to
be gentle to myself. I had the word “gentleness” written on the top right-hand corner
of my tracking sheet. I then just picked up where I left off the day before.
That sounds like a solid approach you took. What character strengths do you hear
yourself sharing as you describe the approach?
Well, my approach with the tracking sheet certainly involved being disciplined and
self-regulated.
Yes, I heard that. I also spotted kindness turned inward as you emphasized being
gentle with yourself.
That’s right.
Where do those character strengths sit in your rank order?
Kindness is Number 1 and self-regulation is Number 4.

As this case shows, ultimately, we never stray far from our core. This coachee was using
signature strengths, quite automatically, in an important way. Our signature strengths are always
nearby, and, as this person showed, signature strengths can be a successful avenue to boost a
lowest strength. This is referred to as the “towing principle.” If we, as practitioners, really believe
this point, then we have no reason to fear an approach of “going with the resistance” or of
handing the reigns of the session over to a client. With the ubiquity and power of the client’s
signature strengths, there is likelihood that whatever their intentions, stories, directions, or
viewpoints our clients bring up, their signature strengths will be lurking nearby for us to point out
and integrate.

I’ll conclude this section by returning to the story of my colleague and I consulting at local Boys
and Girls Clubs and running into our own “negativity bias” as we were swept up in the vicious
circle of staff critiques of a “lost child” at the club. When we noticed ourselves falling into the
trap, we were able to shift the conversation with one simple statement and question: “OK, it
sounds like there are many challenges you’re facing as a staff with Billy. But, we’d like to ask you
another question now – What do you like about Billy? What is best about him?” The staff quickly
shifted in their perception of Billy, offering observations of his helpfulness at the front desk,
teamwork on the basketball court sharing the ball, praising of other kid's artwork in art class, and
a myriad of other examples. We were then caught up in the strengths “positive contagion.” And,
the staff was left surprised and pleased that they were not only able to do the simple task of
strengths-spotting but that they were able to transform their perceptions of this child who clearly
had suffered a lot in his life.

Jump to Action Before Understanding

Behavioral Trap

Practitioners, especially those in the positive psychology domain, get very excited about the
exercises and interventions that might benefit their clients, students, and employees. This leads
|81| them to sometimes jump to action before generating deeper client understanding. In the

lingo of the aware-explore-apply model, this is equivalent to skipping the explore phase and

108



going from awareness immediately into action. The classic example is the practitioner getting the
client to take the VIA Survey and then immediately telling them what action they should take
with their strengths or how to pursue their goals.

There are many reasons a practitioner might skip the explore phase of strengths work. There
may be impatience on the part of the practitioner who wants to please the client right away and
wants to show some expertise by offering a solution. Impatience, can also be driven by the client,
who wants a quick remedy to their problem, and is not eager to reflect, journal, and answer
various questions about their strengths. And, some practitioners may not know how to “go deep”
with strengths and so jump from aware to apply.

Suggested Strategy: Before Activation, Consolidate Knowledge and Explore

There are exceptions to each suggested strategy for these traps. There will be times when it’s
good for a client to “jump first” and understand later. This is particularly true for depressed
clients who often need behavioral activation more than anything else. They may not understand
the connection or believe that it will be helpful but the action taken alone can begin to make an
impact and pave the way for future cognitive-emotional work.

Spending time in exploring and helping clients understand, validate, and appreciate their
strengths is often an important step between awareness of strengths and action with strengths.
This helps clients consolidate their knowledge, taking stock in where they have come and where
they are headed.

Practitioners might make an honest audit of themselves and their strengths work. In addition to
considering the various questions in Appendix D, as many of these deal with exploration work,
practitioners can ask themselves: Where do I, as the practitioner, place my emphasis with my
strengths work? If I only examine the questions I ask, are my questions more aware-oriented,
explore-oriented, or apply-oriented?

Practitioners can learn to make time to not only help the client explore their strengths more
thoroughly but also to learn more about the client as an individual so that the exercise being
deployed can be properly individualized and contextualized. Sufficient exploration of strengths
helps the client draw connections between who they are and why this strengths work matters for
them.

Start With “What Went Wrong?”

Behavioral Trap

There’s a deeply ingrained perception many practitioners have that to talk about problems and
struggles – “the hard stuff” – adds credibility. But, who says that character strengths work isn’t
equally challenging? In reality, it’s quite easy to find the flaws – what didn’t go well, what
mistakes were made, and when did things turn sour. We do this negativity-first approach with
ourselves so it’s only natural this would transfer to our clients.

Many times after a business or work meeting, especially those involving one-on-one
interaction, I would leave the meeting and a voice in my head would say:

You should have said _____.
Why didn’t you bring up _____? Why did you hold back?
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|82| You could have been smoother when you were discussing ____.
The other person wasn’t receptive to my idea about ___. I should have explained it better.

And on and on my thinking would go. My thoughts would immediately focus on what is wrong and
then tirelessly replay the parts that went wrong. My mind would then attempt to solve what was
wrong. But how can I fix something that already happened? I would deliberately think of what
went right, but it always seemed to take a back-seat. In other words, I seemed to automatically
put what was right in the trunk. And what was the result of replaying what went wrong and trying
to find a solution? Little to nothing gained. In addition, I was left feeling worse about the meeting.

Suggested Strategy: Start With “What Went Well?”

To continue with the example about my approach after meetings, one day I took a different
approach from recounting the negatives and what I could improve upon. While driving back to
my office after a business lunch meeting, I immediately asked myself, what went well? Then, my
second question: What character strengths did I bring forth in the meeting? I carefully listened to
what my mind had to say. I observed my mind as it traveled through a panoply of strengths. This
meeting was no different than the previous meetings. What was different was my follow-up
thinking. The character strengths that were used swelled and swelled to the point where there
was almost no room to even consider what went wrong!

My mind considered how my basic approach was one of humility linked with curiosity because I
placed the focus on the other person, allowed them to share widely and deeply, and encouraged
them to continue sharing by asking them a variety of questions. I used love of learning to gather
knowledge about the person’s organization and the various programs and outreach. I deliberately
used self-regulation and perseverance together (some might call this patience) to not interrupt or
quickly share my reaction. Instead I persistently held back this natural impulse. When I did share
my comments and experiences, it was from my signature strengths of love and hope. These core
strengths were my drivers – or the motor – that fueled what I said. In other words, warmth,
genuineness, future-minded planning, and positivity drove the conversation from my end.

And, what went wrong? I did leave a little bit of focus in my thinking to consider the meeting
from a deficit perspective. I had already mentally processed many dimensions of the
conversation from the positive view that only one new area popped up. There was one point in
the conversation where I felt I could have been a bit smoother in the transition, namely when I
introduced a discussion point around how our two organizations might collaborate in the future. I
considered I might bring forth greater strength of social intelligence in future scenarios during
transition points. For example, rather than blurting out a general question of how might we work
together more, I could shift to context-driven comments such as: “Wow, we sure do seem to have
a lot in common. I appreciate our similar vision and hard work. This makes me wonder about how
we might collaborate in the future. Do you have any thoughts about this?”

In graduate courses with students and in mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP;
Niemiec, 2014a), I’ve embedded a “what went well?” activity at the beginning of each week. This
is a time to discuss the homework exercises and activities. Clearly, there will be discussions of
what didn’t go well, what obstacles got in the way, what didn’t get done – and those are
important to address. But, if that’s the totality of the experience then it’s a one-dimensional
experience. Bringing in a focus on the positive and good at the onset ensures that strengths get
attention. This helps to set a good foundation for the discussion.

|83| Be Rigid About Top Strengths
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Behavioral Trap

You’ll hear plenty about the value of signature strengths in this book – and despite my frequent
mentioning of signature strengths, I’m probably still underselling their potential. That said, it is
possible to get locked into the top strengths (e.g., the Top 5) and neglect the others. To become
locked in is to conflict with the “all 24 matter” principle and reflects more of a rigid or naïve
approach to strengths work than anything else.

Suggested Strategy: Prioritize Top Strengths but Attend to All

There are always many balancing points to keep in mind when working with the new science and
practice of character strengths and the broader field of positive psychology. One of these balance
points is to attend simultaneously to the principles of “all 24 character strengths matter” and
“signature strengths often matter most.” Despite the robustness of the character strengths work,
getting hyperfocused on any one intervention or construct is probably unwise. This is where the
wider view offered by the strength of perspective is important.

When interpreting character strength profiles, the VIA Institute has recommended caution by
suggesting that people review their strengths profiles (or any interpretative reports on character
strengths) with “broad brushstrokes” rather than fine-tuned, precise paint-strokes. An example of
how this approach can be seen with a client of mine named Joan. After taking the VIA Survey, I
asked Joan about what she thought of her results. She looked at her profile and had an
immediate reaction, exclaiming, “Yes, creativity and curiosity are my top two strengths. I use
those all the time.” After talking about these two strengths and how she uses them in her life, I
then asked about her other top strengths and which might be “signature” to her. She declined
interest in talking about other top strengths. I offered the observation that she has many
strengths to which she quickly resisted. I’ll pick our dialogue up at that point.

Those are some great examples of creativity and curiosity in your life. And, looking at
your profile here, it is clear you have many other strengths too, Joan.
No, I just have creativity and curiosity. The others aren’t me. Take a look at the
bottom. There’s perseverance at number 24 and that’s correct. I’m not at all
perseverant.
Actually, we all have all of these strengths to some degree. You might not be
accustomed to using one or more of them.
Nah, not me. That’s not part of me.
I’m sure there are times when you have used this strength a little bit in your life?
Not perseverance or persistence. I’m not that way.
How does the word capacities strike you? You have each of these strengths as a
capacity, or a potential, that can be developed and expanded upon. That’s true for
numbers 1 through 5 and numbers 20 through 24.
No, I don’t see that. All you psychologists are the same. Always trying to find the
positive. I’m telling you, I don’t have perseverance.
I should point out that you’re persevering with your views in this conversation. You’re
showing perseverance quite strongly with me right now. You don’t give up easily.
That’s true. I am perseverant when I think I’m right.

For Joan, she struggled to understand her qualities until they were pointed out in-the-moment
(i.e., strengths-spotting). While subtle, her lowest strength of perseverance was strong and clear
in some situations. It was a bit rough around the edges in that she could be quickly opinionated
|84| and narrowly stick with a mostly uninformed perspective but she showed good willingness to
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adapt when the facts were presented clearly. Joan and I spent more time targeting her best
qualities of creativity and curiosity but from time to time it was important to remind her of this
conversation and that she had many qualities she could draw from, smooth out, and wield in her
life.

Overplay Overuse

Behavioral Trap

The overuse of character strengths is discussed in Chapter 5 but is also mentioned here as a trap
practitioners frequently fall into. To overuse a character strength is to express it too strongly for
the situation, which leads to increased tension, a particular problem, a relationship conflict, etc.
The concept of overuse offers a great way to reframe problems (e.g., instead of calling someone
stubborn and hard-headed, one might say they are overusing their strength of perseverance).
This makes overuse a truly fascinating and provocative topic.

The problem is not whether to address overuse of strengths or not, the issue is when and how
much. Some competent practitioners address overuse very early on and many clients, upon
learning about the topic, want to start with overuse. The problem with this is it’s starting with a
deficit-based approach, using the guise of strengths. An overuse of strengths is an interpretation
made by the practitioner that means something is not right or is imbalanced. What frequently
follows is a client preoccupation with overuse or a practitioner neglect of the basics of expanding,
celebrating, and appreciating character strengths. Overuse is a deep and rich topic and one
that’s easy to get lost in.

I recall helping a counselor who was using character strengths as an approach to help a
stressed-out client. She reviewed her client’s character strengths profile and had discussions with
him around exploring and building his strengths. In these conversations, the client honed in on
his higher strength of humility and concluded that he was overusing his humility, being too self-
servient and self-sacrificing, and that that was the cause of his problems. The counselor bought
into this argument and began to target the overuse of humility. She became preoccupied with
managing the overuse which did not gain any traction. She didn’t know what to do. I asked her
about her client’s use and benefits of humility, which she resisted at first, but upon taking a
closer examination of the true nature of healthy humility (i.e., someone with a good self-concept
who is good at placing attention on others and prioritizing others’ successes) she realized she
and her client had never explored or understood the strength to begin with. And, they never
spent time discussing the value of humility and the concrete benefits it brought to her client and
others. Finding new ways to work with this robust concept of humility was all that her client
needed, not finding ways to correct an overuse of it. The counselor was now able to offer her
client a new way to see himself and the world around him through the lens of his signature
strength.

Even though the desire will often be stronger to focus on the overuse of strengths rather than
the building up of an underused strength, new research actually points to underuse, not overuse,
as the bigger problem people face (Freidlin, Littman-Ovadia, & Niemiec, 2017). The underuse of
character strengths has stronger relationships with lower flourishing, lower life satisfaction, and
higher depression than the overuse of character strengths does.

|85| Suggested Strategy: Understand, Expand, and Appreciate Before
Reviewing Overuse
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Understanding, expanding, appreciating, and celebrating strengths can be a good remedy for
those who display the fetish for character strengths overuse. It’s simply a matter of first things
first. Help clients connect with their best qualities in a meaningful way before delving into
different ways to deal with deficits, which there will always be time for.

I was coaching a business consultant who wanted to work on her character strengths and
described her focus as “I want to stop overusing my prudence.” I looked at her character
strengths profile and saw that prudence was in her Top 5 strengths. I asked her to first describe
her prudence and how she actually “uses” it before digging into how she “overuses” it. She was
unable to come up with a single example of how she used her prudence (one of her signature
strengths!). I felt sad for her as she was quick to self-criticize, dis-endorse, avoid, and pass over a
quality that had no doubt served her well in many ways over the decades. Knowing that
prudence is about planfulness, thinking before acting, and thinking decisions through, I asked her
to share a time in her life when she had made an important decision. She quickly recounted her
decision from a year ago when she changed companies. She went on to share how she took 2
years to think about the decision, wrote out cost–benefit analyses, asked the opinions of trusted
colleagues, went to several interviews, and mapped out her finances. She spent time examining
her values and how her strengths and values might play out together at multiple possible jobs.
She ultimately made the decision to switch jobs, and even though it resulted in a substantial pay
decrease it was an increase in her level of “meaning” at work. Her description of her process was
the epitome of the prudence strength in action. It was one of the best decisions of her life and
was orchestrated and managed by prudence. When I pointed this out to her, she had an “ah-ha”
moment. She finally understood prudence and the value it played for her. We then took a look at
her daily life and the ways she used her prudence throughout her days, such as being planful
packing her two children’s lunches for schools, each morning carefully watching them get on the
bus and not leaving until the bus was out of sight, planning action items for each of the
subordinates on her team, and so on. As her prudence strength became clearer to her, rather
than turning to discussing overuse, I asked her as a homework assignment to list 100 ways she
has used her strength of prudence in her life.

In order to not miss the forest for the trees by prioritizing overuse and forgetting the basics,
practitioners can make a conscious decision to target use before overuse.

Take the Prescriptive/Authoritarian Approach

Behavioral Trap

Targeting strengths instead of exploring strengths is an authoritarian approach of telling a person
what is most important for them to build up, rather than coexploring strengths. This approach is
rampant in schools.

Over the decades, the field of character science has been dominated by approaches that are
underlined by an authoritarian approach. Character, character psychology, and character
education have a long history and an extensive review of this work goes beyond the scope of the
intentions of this chapter (see Lapsley & Power, 2005, for a nice review of some of the best
insights in these areas; and see Berkowitz & Bier, 2007, for the results of a meta-analysis of what
works in character education).

The word, character, comes from the Greek word meaning “engraved mark” and “symbol or
imprint on the soul.” These phrases imply an unchanging or immutable quality as well as |86| a
sense of permanence. These descriptions are reinforced by programs that attempt to train or
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teach “good” character. Such character education programs are widely found in education and
athletic programs, and many are outgrowths of a religious, political, or educational agenda.

Often when people speak of the word “character,” such as “he is a man of good character” or
“she has a lot of character,” they are meaning that the person has a lot of integrity or that they
are an honest person. This means that character is being viewed as encompassing a single trait
or quality. Others advocate that the most essential feature of character is restraint or the control
of one’s personal appetites (i.e., similar to the character trait of self-regulation; Hunter, 2000).
The result of such an approach to character is likened to an “all-or-nothing” mentality – either
you have character or you don’t. You are a good person or a bad person. Therefore, the dishonest
man or woman is doomed. Consider golfer Tiger Woods and former US President Bill Clinton: Are
these men of “bad” character because of their philandering? What about the exemplary
perseverance and self-regulation of Woods on the golf course and the leadership and writings on
kindness/generosity by Clinton (2007)? And, what about Marion Jones and Tonya Harding, each of
whom were Olympic athletes that cheated at some point in their careers; are these incredibly
talented and hardworking women to be labeled and cast aside as those with bad character?
Albert Einstein might be viewed by many as a man of great character but it’s not for his honesty,
rather it’s for his creativity, love of learning, perspective, and insights on spirituality.

Suggested Strategy: Practice Being an Authoritative Gardener

Nurture seeds, don’t mold clay! Let me explain: As discussed in Linkins and colleagues (2015),
Neal Mayerson offers a metaphor for how teachers approach their students in traditional and
nontraditional character education programs. First, there is the prescriptive approach which is
traditional character education, usually authoritarian-driven and analogous to the process of
seeing children as clay to be molded. The “potter” (school, educator, or other authority figure)
works to transform the “clay” (student’s character) into a predetermined form. The potter
dictates that they'd like to build up certain qualities in every child as they or the system has
deemed those qualities most important, such as respect, kindness, responsibility, fairness,
perseverance, and so on. Then, there is the descriptive and individualized approach, usually
authoritative-driven and analogous to the process of seeing children as seeds to be developed.
No two seeds are identical; each is genetically unique and contains certain traits and potential,
which may or may not ultimately be expressed, depending upon environmental factors. The
gardener’s task is not to determine how growth will unfold, but rather to create optimal
conditions for growth and development to occur. Like an individual seed, each child possesses a
unique constellation of predispositions and possibilities. Under favorable conditions, this potential
will find expression. The role of the educator – like that of the gardener – is to provide favorable
conditions that will stimulate, encourage, and nurture growth.

This might seem obvious but virtually every character education program I have come across
takes some version of this “clay” approach. This is especially true for those in the field of positive
psychology, where prescriptive approaches are dominant. Even people that should know better
such as prominent authors, expert researchers, and leading figures in positive psychology, are
often clay-makers. Each, in some way, is acting as “the authority,” eager to instill particular traits
or other prescriptions into another person, usually an impressionable young person (i.e.,
student). This is surprising because most people seem to identify with the “seed” approach as
the better choice when these approaches are articulated to them. It’s hard to argue with the
explanation that each child is an individual and that the role of the educator is to help a
|87| student first reveal his or her strengths of character (referred to as signature strengths) and

then create an environment where those strengths can shine.
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This metaphor can clearly be expanded to the approach of any practitioner (not just
teachers/educators) who is working with a client or employee. Practitioners can prioritize
approaches that plant seeds and create a growth environment by focusing on the following:

Ask questions often and as the default.
Give opportunity for creative expression of unique strengths.
Emphasize personal and meaningful exploration of the good.
Notice and spot positive qualities in the moment.
Nurture and develop positive qualities.
Give appreciative feedback when strengths are expressed.
Create an environment where unique expressions of strengths are desired and reinforced.
Arrange an environment for open, mutual dialogue about strengths.
Cocreate an environment of strength expression and growth.

Misconceptions, Realities, and Tips
There are eight common misconceptions or biases that are faulty patterns of thinking that can
occur when taking a strengths-based approach. Both practitioners and their clients may operate
under these misconceptions. For each misconception presented in the following, a more balanced
“reality” is presented, which reflects what is known from the research and practice at the present
time. Finally, a tip for practitioners (and their clients) to manage or avoid the faulty belief pattern
is given as a possible point of action. Understanding these can help us deepen our understanding
of what is meant by strengths-based practice.

Practitioners who are steeped in character strengths work probably would not hold many of
these misconceptions because they have seen the depth and challenges of strengths-based work
first-hand. These misconceptions will be most applicable to those practitioners new to positive
psychology or unfamiliar with it.

Misconception 1: Focusing on Strengths is Pollyannaish

Reality

Character strengths not only accentuate what’s best but what is used to face, manage, and
overcome problems. Research shows that character strengths help to buffer problems (e.g., Huta
& Hawley, 2010), diminish problems (e.g., Gander et al., 2013), and contribute to resilience (e.g.,
Martinez-Marti & Ruch, 2016; Shoshani & Slone, 2016).

Many make the case that if someone is advising another to “use their strengths” or is trying to
help an organization be strengths-based then this automatically means that individual is
neglecting what is wrong or problematic, and that that individual is narrowly focusing only on
strengths. This is, of course, untrue. Practitioners who prioritize strengths work deserve far more
credit than that.

This misconception is a symptom of the suffering of the field of positive psychology. The label
of “positive” brings the assumption that positive psychology only examines the positive and does
not address the “negative.” Any serious positive psychology practitioner or leader knows this is
an unfair statement. In fact, some scholars in positive psychology have gone out of their way to
refute this and have labeled a “second wave positive psychology” that emphasizes the
challenges, struggles, and problems that people have and how the science of positive emotions,
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|88| strengths, and internal processes are part of suffering and can also help manage and
transcend that suffering (Ivtzan, Lomas, Hefferon, & Worth, 2016).

At a recent workshop at a large university, I asked participants (mostly professors) to talk
about their character strengths results with one another. During a debrief of the opening activity,
a distinguished professor stood up and exclaimed that his group discussed the need for a focus
on the negative. His comment is, of course, partly accurate; however, he was assuming that a
presentation on strengths will solely be about the positive. This is far from reality as character
strengths are quickly catalyzed at times of struggle, tragedy, and stress.

It amazes me to see how quickly we defend our negative mindset and our bias toward talking
about problems. Never is this clearer than in a workshop exercise I offer to coachees and
presentation attendees called “the 5-minute challenge.” For this exercise, I give participants 1
minute to talk about each of the Top 5 strengths (5 minutes in total) with one other participant.
Across hundreds of people from different cultures and professions there is a common reaction
that emerges: 1 minute is too long to talk about one strength (yes, 1 minute!). People struggle to
come up with ways to describe each of their best qualities, examples of previous use for each,
and why each strength is important to them. However, when I ask the same people how much
time they’d like to talk about 5 of their problems, there is immediate agreement that far more
time would be needed and desired.

Practitioner Tip

Use character strengths to not only build well-being but also as an adjunct to manage and
understand problems. Explain to clients that character strengths are applied to all the
vicissitudes of life – the ups, downs, and in-between periods. They are characteristics that make
us human, present at the best and worst of times, and can explain many of our errors as well as
help us overcome them.

Misconception 2: Working With Strengths Is Easy

Reality

If all a practitioner does is ask a client occasionally about their top strengths and instructs them
to use them more often, then that’s true, strengths work is easy. When one considers the
plurality of strengths, the multidimensional nature of each strength, the complexity of the myriad
of situations one faces each hour to use strengths, AND the interaction of strengths with one
another internally and in interaction with others, suddenly there is substantial depth and
complexity. This depth is also reflected in research trying to understand the roles character
strengths play in understanding and managing psychopathology (Freidlin et al., 2017; Kashdan,
Julian, Merritt, & Uswatte, 2006), exposure to war (Shoshani & Slone, 2016), and disability
(Niemiec et al., 2017).

Practitioner Tip

Teach, demonstrate, and discuss the various core themes on character strengths education.
Teach clients to develop a growth mindset around character strengths in that there is important
learning and growth with their character for the rest of their lives.
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|89| Misconception 3: All Strengths Are Created Equal

Reality

Not true. As outlined in Chapter 1, you have many different types of strengths: strengths of
talent/intelligence, skill, values, interests, and resources. You also have strengths of character
and many subcategories therein (e.g., signature, phasic, and lower strengths). Each of these
categories is important and offers different benefits. Character strengths can serve as pathways
to each of the strength categories; for example, zest and signature strengths can fuel interests,
perseverance and self-regulation help make natural abilities and talents soar, and interpersonal-
type strengths help us make the most of our resources. Despite varying levels of intercorrelation
with one another, each of the 24 character strengths is unique from one another and offers
distinct and novel contributions to well-being.

Practitioner Tip

Make an effort to understand the differences between the different strengths categories. Ask
assessment questions to evaluate each in your clients. Be sure to understand less obvious
distinctions such as the differences between kindness and love or between curiosity and love of
learning.

Misconception 4: Character Strengths Are Static

Reality

Character strengths are dynamic, multidimensional, and capable of being developed (see
Chapter 1). Character strengths are part of our personality, and decades of research on
personality shows that although this is quite stable over time it can be impacted and can change.
A number of factors can impact our personality, for example, changes in our life role (e.g., having
a child or joining the military), atypical events (e.g., a traumatic experience), and deliberate
interventions (e.g., a goal to focus on building curiosity). Hudson and Fraley (2015) offered an
intervention study showing that stable traits of personality are malleable and can be changed by
an individual’s volition. A couple years later, Roberts and colleagues (2017) conducted a meta-
analysis of 207 studies in clinical psychology research and found that marked change in
personality traits can occur from clinical and nonclinical interventions (and persist
longitudinally!). Further longitudinal studies are needed to give greater insight into the
developmental changes and factors that influence our character strengths over the decades.

Practitioner Tip

Be prepared to offer examples to your client about how you have positively impacted or changed
two or three of your character strengths.

Misconception 5: Knowing Your Strengths Is Enough

Reality
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Strengths knowledge is necessary but not sufficient in order to reap all the benefits we can from
our strengths. Research shows that it is indeed important and beneficial to have greater
|90| strengths awareness, but research also shows that greater benefits occur for those that use

their strengths in their personal life and work (Hone et al., 2015; Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010).
Those that use their strengths are more likely to be happier and engaged in what they are doing.

Practitioner Tip

Teaching strengths exploration and strengths use leads to understanding and better positive
outcomes. Have a set of “go-to” questions memorized that will help you explore the strengths
use of your client.

Misconception 6: Most People Already Know Their Character Strengths Well

Reality

Strengths blindness is pervasive; however, this is improving in society.

Practitioner Tip

Test this misconception. With each new client (or each new person you meet at a party), ask
them to name their strengths or their character strengths, without giving them prompts or a
“common language.” Study the reactions you receive after you do this 10 or more times. Do
people respond quickly? Is there depth and substantial meaning in their response? Do you get to
know who they are at their core? Are VIA character strengths words used intuitively?

Misconception 7: “Character” Refers to a Handful of Traits

Reality

What is character? Character is plural and idiosyncratic to each human being. The field of
character – and many organizations that teach character – has long argued that character can be
boiled down to one core attribute (e.g., honesty or integrity) or to a select handful of attributes
(e.g., kindness, respect, fairness, and responsibility). The new science of character challenges
this antiquated thinking and observes that character is far more idiosyncratic and can be viewed
as plural (Linkins et al., 2015; Peterson, 2006a). We are composed of many character traits and
the expression of these come in strength combinations or constellations rather than as isolated
traits.

Practitioner Tip

Look at the 24 character strengths on the inside-cover of this book. Are there any strengths that
you would eliminate from your “character”? Any that you don’t value at times in different
situations?

|91| Misconception 8: Talking About Character Strengths Is Bragging and
Egotistical
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One workshop participant explained it this way: “If I tell people about my strengths, they will
think I am cocky and narcissistic. They will see me as different, but different in a bad way. Then,
they will not include me in their regular social outings after work.”

Reality

Talking about character strengths is a method of self-disclosure and promotes intimacy in
relationships. Several research studies now support talking about the good and how it can be
beneficial for the person sharing and the receiver (Gable et al., 2004; Lambert, Gwinn, Fincham,
& Stillman, 2011; Reis et al., 2010). In addition, many of the strengths are inherently other
oriented, such as kindness, fairness, and teamwork, and to bring these forward is to be unselfish.
It’s important to remember that talking about strengths helps people to see themselves more
fully and completely. An egotistical approach would involve taking an approach of superiority in
which the person believes they are better than others because of their character strengths. Such
an approach of narcissism is the antithesis to someone who is sharing their strengths in a
genuine and balanced way.

Many people will report this misconception as a reason they cannot talk about their strengths
to others. People will often blame their inability to talk about strengths on their culture saying
“We don’t do that in our culture.” Such views should be explored with open-mindedness. In
addition, practitioners need to understand whether there is some level of misunderstanding
about the intention of strengths work (e.g., the individual thinking they are being asked to one-up
another person), some avoidance of discomfort, and/or a playing of the “humility card.”
Certainly, there exists a level of awkwardness in doing something new, like talking about one’s
strengths of character, and this awkwardness can lead to anxiety and avoidance. Hence claiming
humility is a way to avoid discomfort.

Practitioner Tips

This is a complex misconception so I offer four tips to address it.

1. Practice nonavoidance of strengths talk and teach clients nonavoidance. I’m not saying to
be culturally insensitive or socially unintelligent. Instead, I’m arguing that our ways of
communicating with others needs to be more balanced and we need to deploy social
intelligence. When you share strengths – or anything else for that matter – the demands of
the situation are important. It matters what you say, when you say it, and how you say it.
It’s true that it is immodest if your approach is to directly or indirectly present your
strengths as superior to others’ strengths or that because of your many strengths you are a
better person than others. It is not immodest, however, to name and share your strengths.

2. Reap the positive well-being benefits by sharing your strengths and give others well-being
benefits through the engagement of a strengths-based conversation. If we only share what
is wrong (e.g., “My kids stressed me out yesterday!”) or neutral (e.g., “What is the weather
forecast for this evening?”), then we are not revealing the whole picture.

3. Don’t deprive others of knowing who you are. When we do not share our strengths, good
qualities, or positive experiences, we are depriving others of learning about us. Instead,
others see a façade. They only see a piece of your personality but not the full view. This can
place a limitation on relationships. I have a friend whose highest strength is humility.
|92| From time to time, she overuses her humility. The result is that people do not get a

chance to know her. I tend to not know about her many accomplishments and positive
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experiences because she does not readily share them. Thus, I feel as if I don’t know her as
well as my other friends.

4. Offer education on humility and how talking about one’s own strengths benefits others.
Humility scientists have found that a true humility is not captured by degrading ourselves,
berating ourselves, keeping ourselves shut up, or being subservient, rather a true humility
involves having a confident, strong self-esteem in which we can easily prioritize and turn the
attention toward others. A humble person does not rely on the praise of others in order to
feel better. For years, I have emphasized the importance of this character strength and the
sharing of our strengths from a perspective of deep humility. Occasionally, groups laughed
when I have argued for the importance of humility and the finding that it is one of the least
common strengths around the world. As researcher Everett Worthington (2007) refers to it,
humility is the quiet virtue. Instead of creating a false humility, prioritize a true humility that
represents a strong sense of self where self-disclosure is strong and comfortable and also
places emphasis on the other person, helping them to express their best qualities.

Avoidance, Nonavoidance, and Culture
This last point leads to a deeper discussion of avoidance. Avoidance is at the core of many
human problems. It is almost always, by definition, a contributing factor to anxiety- and fear-
based disorders. If you are terribly afraid of something – public speaking, elevators, eating in
restaurants, talking to someone – most likely you avoid the feared object completely or as much
as you can. When you avoid that fear stimulus, you do not get the opportunity to face the fear,
use your coping skills, challenge yourself, or overcome the fear. Instead, the anxiety/fear builds.
This is why the strongest evidence-based treatment for anxiety disorders (in vivo exposure and
response prevention) has the management of avoidance at its core.

It is only natural for many individuals to attempt to avoid the topic of character strengths
because they don’t have a substantive understanding of what is meant by strengths or a working
knowledge of their own strengths. It is much easier to attempt to avoid the discomfort that
comes from sharing something new or that comes from worry about how others might perceive
them.

Some may say that this reaction to strengths sharing is cultural. Yes, it is true that some
cultures are less likely to self-disclose as a whole and it is true that there is groupthink at play
toward those who do talk about themselves in a one-dimensionally positive way. Many argue that
people from certain countries are more likely to report that humility prevents them from
discussing their strengths: people from many Asian countries; people in Scandinavian countries
where the Law of Jante is a cultural phenomenon; and those in Australia where tall poppy
syndrome is an underlying phenomenon. I, too, have encountered these responses in each of
those regions of the world. However, at the same time, I’ve also heard the exact same comments
from people in every Western city I have presented strengths to. Playing the “humility card”
seems to be more of a gut reaction that is universal than something that is solely culturally
based.

For those less familiar with phenomena such as the Law of Jante and tall poppy syndrome these
refer to the approach that people who attempt to rise above others should be resented, attacked,
or “brought down” to everyone else’s level. Indeed, this thinking can pervade the consciousness,
customs, and behaviors of many people. The renowned Brazilian author Paulo Coelho (2012)
seems to agree with these points saying that he believes the Law of Jante is not |93| prominent
just in Brazil, France, and Scandinavia but in every country across the globe. Coelho then goes on
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to argue for an anti-Law of Jante that would be something as follows: “You are worth far more
than you think. Your work and presence on this Earth are important, even though you may not
think so.”

Chapter Summary
Table 4.1 and Table 4.2 provide summaries of the behavioral traps and potential solutions as well as the common
misconceptions explored in this chapter.

Table 4.1.  Behavioral Traps With Suggested Strategies

Behavioral Trap Suggested Strategy

Just show up Prepare with resource priming.

Remediate lower strengths, deficits, weaknesses Educate about signature strengths and biases, then go with
the resistance.

Jump to action before understanding Before activation, consolidate knowledge and explore.

Start with the negative, the struggles (what went wrong?) Start with the positive, the strengths (what went well?).

Be rigid about top strengths Prioritize top strengths but attend to all.

Overplay overuse Understand, expand, celebrate, and appreciate signature
strengths before reviewing how they are overused.

Take the prescriptive/authoritarian approach Practice being an authoritative gardener.

Table 4.2.  Common Misconceptions and Reality-Based Reframes

Common Misconception Reality-Based Reframe

Focusing on strengths is Pollyannaish Character strengths accentuate what is best and help us
face, manage, or overcome problems.

Working with strengths is easy and therefore doesn’t require
new learning

Understand the depth of character strengths by studying
plurality, multidimensionality, context-based application, and
use with psychopathology, trauma, and disability.

All strengths are created equal We have many types of strengths and many subsets of
character strengths, with overlapping and unique benefits.

Character strengths are static and unchanging Character strengths are dynamic, multidimensional, and
capable of being developed.

Knowing your strengths is enough Self-awareness of strengths is pivotal, but strengths use
brings more substantial benefits.

Most people already know their character strengths well While potentially improving, strengths (especially character
strengths) blindness is pervasive and context-based.

“Character” refers to a handful of traits Character is plural and idiosyncratic.

Talking about character strengths is bragging, selfish, self-
promoting, or egotistical

Talking about character strengths is a method of self-
disclosure and promotes intimacy in relationships.
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|94| Chapter 5
Advanced Issues in Applying Character
Strengths

Introduction
Albert Einstein notably said, “The more I learn, the more I realize I don’t know.” Each of the
topics in this chapter could fill separate books in their own right, which points to the fact that
there’s far more we don’t know about character strengths than what we know. As people come to
know their strengths and the strengths of others, complexity arises, new questions emerge, and
integration opportunities unfold. Practitioners begin to question the application of character
strengths among various populations and nuances in using strengths in relationships and in
managing problems. This leads to important concepts that arise when understanding strengths
application in these areas, such as overuse, underuse, hot buttons, synergies, collisions, morality,
and the integration of mindfulness, savoring, flow, and hypnosis. These will be examined in this
chapter as advanced issues and dynamics that are relevant for practitioners helping clients,
students, and employees.

Overuse, Underuse, and the Golden Mean
Context is king, as the common phrase goes. The application of character strengths is
contextualized where each situation we are in matters and can contribute to the expression of
our character strengths. Strengths can be brought forth too strongly for a given situation
(strength overuse) or too lightly or not at all in a particular situation (strength underuse) and
oneself or others are then negatively impacted in some way. Any of the 24 VIA character
strengths can be overused or underused (Grant & Schwartz, 2011; Niemiec, 2014b), points which
have been recognized in regard to other categories of strength over the years as well (Biswas-
Diener et al., 2011; Kaiser & Overfield, 2011; Linley, 2008). The overuse of curiosity can lead
someone into a dangerous part of a city while the underuse of fairness may lead to problems in
one’s relationships, or the underuse of hope to feeling unfulfilled. This points to the importance of
finding balance with virtue and character strengths expression. Scholars have discussed how
virtues can be corrective and expressive (Goleman, 1997; Yearley, 1990) in that virtues and
character strengths can serve to correct a temptation or a vice (e.g., self-regulation can
counterbalance impulsivity; zest can correct sloth; humility can counterbalance hubris). At the
same time, virtues and character strengths are often an expression of what is best in the
individual.

The importance of finding balance with strengths use is clear and has been emphasized
theoretically by researchers (e.g., Biswas-Diener et al., 2011; Fowers, 2008; Grant & Schwartz,
2011; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006). In addition, empirical benefits of character strengths balance
have been found. For example, researchers have framed having strengths balance as “jack of all
strengths” and that this was a unique predictor of higher well-being ( |95| Young, Kashdan, &
Macatee, 2014). In another study revealing the importance of character strengths balance, Allan
(2014) found that some pairs of character strengths predicted life meaning when both strengths
in the pair were high (e.g., honesty/kindness, love/social intelligence, hope/gratitude), while the
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opposite was true for a fourth pair – bravery/fairness – in which a wider discrepancy between
these strengths predicted meaning only when bravery was higher.

Most strengths researchers credit Aristotle (4th BCE/2000) as being the first philosopher to
articulate the concept of balance in regard to virtue expression. Aristotle was a practical
philosopher who believed that all virtues were a balance of excess and deficiency, where “the
golden mean” is the desirable middle between the vices, e.g., the virtue of courage is the mean
between rashness (excess) and cowardice (deficiency). This golden mean is similar to “the
middle way” of the Buddha, “the doctrine of the mean” of Confucius, and “the goldilocks
principle” (something that is “just right,” from the popular fairytale). Expanding this to character
strengths, “the golden mean of character strengths” means to apply the right combination of
character strengths to the right degree in the right context (Niemiec, 2014a). Snapshot 5.1.
outlines 10 core principles for understanding character strengths overuse. A symphony orchestra
is commonly used as a metaphor for understanding the golden mean. Here is this metaphor
offered as a description for a client:

You are the maestro who is conducting the performance of a variety of powerful instruments (i.e., character
strengths). You call forth one or more instruments when the time is right during the movement. Some instruments
you might point to regularly such as the violin section (i.e., signature strengths), others you’ll call forth at the right
time and on a semiregular bases such as the trombones (i.e., middle strengths), and still others you’ll turn to less
frequently but you’ll certainly need them as part of the overall musical score, such as the drums (i.e., lower
strengths). Remember, this is your symphony and the expression is unique to you, and the amount of music from
each instrument will be determined by you at each moment. This combination of instruments creates a beautiful
and inspiring performance (i.e., it’s a manifestation of who you are; your character).

Snapshot 5.1. Ten Principles of Character Strengths Overuse, as Adapted From Niemiec (2014b)

1. Any of the 24 character strengths can be overused or underused.
2. Each of the 24 character strengths can be viewed along a continuum in terms of its expression in a given situation,

where the center is a balanced, optimal use in terms of the right amount for the situation.
3. When a character strength is overused or underused it is no longer a strength. For example, the overuse of curiosity

in a particular situation is no longer curiosity, it becomes something else, e.g., nosiness.
4. Overuse and underuse vary by the individual’s expression and the contextual fit.
5. It is more likely that individuals will overuse their highest strengths and underuse their lowest strengths, although

that should be viewed as a starting point for self-understanding, not as a prescription.
6. Overuse and underuse become a problem when they negatively affect oneself or others.
7. Overuse and underuse can be managed by bringing forth other character strengths or reworking the strength in

question to use it in a new way.
8. Overuse and underuse offer additional language for reframing problems so that clients see themselves from a

different perspective.
9. Overuse and underuse reflect elements of a deficit-based approach as they emphasize what is wrong, although they

also retain important strength-based elements as core positive qualities within the individual are being examined.
10. Overuse and underuse can facilitate new avenues of exploration and intervention for clients.

|96| Chris Peterson (2006b) offered a framework for character strengths to assist in the mapping
out of psychological disorders and serve as an improvement (or paradigm shift) to the DSM’s
categorical, deficit-based model. Peterson suggested that each character strength can be
mapped as an exaggeration, absence, and opposite. For example, fairness can be viewed as
partisanship (absence), prejudice (opposite), and detachment (exaggeration). Hope might be
classified as present orientation (absence), pessimism/despair (opposite), and Pollyannaism
(exaggeration). In 2009 and 2010, with Peterson’s support, I offered the language of this
framework to large groups of practitioners in different cultures who were attending extensive
trainings in character strengths. The response, generally speaking, was that it was confusing and
unwieldy, from a practical perspective. Practitioners reported it was difficult to internalize and to
apply with their students, clients, and employees. Therefore, with the help of leading character
strengths researchers and practitioners and the VIA Institute, I simplified the model to a
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continuum model that reflected overuse, optimal use, and underuse for each of the character
strengths, attempting to retain as much of Peterson’s original thinking (Niemiec, 2014a). See
Table 5.1 for the language of overuse, underuse, and optimal use across the 24 character
strengths. This conceptually-clean, practical approach has been well-received, utilized by other
researchers in the field (e.g., Rashid, 2015), and initial research finds it not only holds up
conceptually but appears to be useful and accurate in predicting psychological disorders,
specifically social anxiety disorder (Freidlin et al., 2017).

Table 5.1.  The Language of Character Strengths Overuse, Underuse, and Optimal Use

Strength Overuse Underuse Optimal Use

Creativity Eccentricity Conformity Originality that is adaptive

Curiosity Nosiness Disinterest Exploration/seeking novelty

Judgment Narrow-mindedness,
cynicism

Unreflectiveness Critical thinking & rationality

Love of learning Know-it-all Complacency Systematic deepening (of
knowledge)

Perspective Overbearing Shallowness The wider view

Bravery Foolhardiness Cowardice Facing fears, confronting
adversity

Perseverance Obsessiveness Fragility Keeping going, overcoming
all obstacles

Honesty Righteousness Phoniness Being authentic

Zest Hyperactive Sedentary Enthusiasm for life

Love Emotional promiscuity Emotional isolation Genuine, reciprocal warmth

Kindness Intrusiveness Indifference Doing for others

Social intelligence Overanalyzing Obtuse or clueless Tuned in, then savvy

Teamwork Dependant Selfishness Collaborative, participating in
a group effort

Fairness Detachment Partisanship Equal opportunity for all

Leadership Despotism Compliant Positively influencing others

Forgiveness Permissive Merciless Letting go of hurt when
wronged

|97| Humility Self-deprecation Baseless self-esteem Achievement does not
elevate worth

Prudence Stuffiness Sensation seeking Wise caution

Self-regulation Inhibition Self-indulgence Self-management of vices

Appreciation of beauty &
excellence

Snobbery or Perfectionism Oblivion Seeing the life behind things

Gratitude Ingratiation Rugged individualism Thankfulness

Hope Pollyanna-ism Negative Positive expectations

Humor Giddiness Overly serious Offering pleasure/laughter to
others

Spirituality Fanaticism Anomie Connecting with the sacred

Reproduced with permission from Niemiec, R. M. (2014a). Mindfulness and character strengths: A practical guide to flourishing.
Boston, MA: Hogrefe Publishing.

The language framework outlined in Table 5.1 has been tested by researchers (Freidlin et al.,
2017). These researchers found that character strengths can indeed be overused or underused
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and may even be harmful to mental health. Character strengths overuse and character strengths
underuse were each linked with less flourishing, less life satisfaction, and higher depression,
while optimal use of character strengths was linked with significantly higher flourishing, higher
life satisfaction, and less depression. It is interesting to note that the more substantial problem
(i.e., higher correlations) across these three variables was character strengths underuse, not
overuse. This study also took a fresh look at psychopathology, specifically social anxiety disorder,
through these lenses. A particular combination of six overuse/underuse phenomena correctly
sorted 87.3% of people with or without social anxiety disorder. This combination was the overuse
of social intelligence and humility, and the underuse of social intelligence, self-regulation, zest,
and humor.

In practical terms, the overuse of any character strength is often a loss of the bigger picture,
where the individual has become boxed into a modus operandi, such as the person high in
perseverance that does not know when to quit, to accept that they tried hard but that a
particular project is not going to come to fruition. The underuse of any character strength is often
a function of being on autopilot, lost in unawareness, going through the motions in life. For
example, a person oblivious to a friend who is crying and in need is potentially underusing social
intelligence or kindness. Underuse can reflect a loss of courage in which the individual does not
express who they are for fear of being judged or not accepted. While the ways we can overuse or
underuse our character strengths are numerous, Table 5.2 offers a nonexhaustive list of types
and accompanying examples to further flesh out the constructs. Underuse can be distinguished
from the strengths blindness types discussed in Chapter 2 in that the latter is conceptual and the
former addresses the practicality of strengths in action/inaction. That said, reviewing and
understanding strengths blindness can add to the array of strengths underuse examples. In her
study of the virtuous actions of Mahatma Gandhi, virtues scholar Nancy Snow (2016) identified
types of "striving," or trying too hard, which I translate into overuse terminology in Table 5.2.

|98| Table 5.2.  Examples of Overuse and Underuse

Type of Imbalance Name Explanation Character Strength Example

Overuse Forcing Pressuring oneself to act before
one is ready.

Gabriel forces forgiveness towards
Negan and it feels artificial and
ingenuine.

Impulsivity Springing forward without first
thinking how to act or assessing
our emotional readiness.

Tara was impulsive with her zest
agreeing to new projects before
realizing she was already
overcommitted.

Overthinking Thinking and rethinking a decision
or scenario too many times.

Enid overthinks plans (prudence)
for a birthday party to the point
where this small event takes over
her life to an abnormal extent.

Unrelenting standards Holding oneself to too high a
standard; perfectionistic striving
toward an unbalanced standard.

In working on a creative project,
Sasha feels as if the project is
never good enough; she says
“there’s always more.”

Underuse Oversight Not thinking to use a character
strength in a particular context or
in a regular situation within a
context.

It never occurred to Glenn that his
signature strengths of kindness
and gratitude were relevant at
work, not just his relationships.

Lost or eroded The strength has faded over time;
the person has lost touch with the
strength they once clearly used.

After being in a stifling, high-
intensity job at her last place of
employment, Michonne has “lost”
her sense of humor.

Omission The individual is strong with the
strength across contexts and
situations, however, on a

Eugene’s signature strength of
prudence was overridden by his
signature strengths of zest and
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particular occasion, mistakenly
omits it.

perseverance while cheering at
the sporting event.

Undervalued The strength is not appreciated or
not viewed as a strength therefore
is chronically underplayed.

Dwight does not view humility as
a strength and therefore makes
no effort to show modesty or a
sense of humbleness, instead
dwelling in narcissism at work and
home.

Lesser strength The strength has never been very
strong or focused on.

Rosita is low in creativity and
makes no effort to try to improve
this strength, therefore she offers
very little at team brainstorming
meetings.

A school psychologist was working with a gifted boy from Central America who had attention-
deficit disorder and was high in self-regulation. She was concerned about his overusing self-
regulation and becoming too rigid, controlling, and perfectionistic with his school-work and that
he would therefore become overwhelmed. She decided to take the approach of prioritizing
signature strengths discovery, exploration, and use before overuse (see Chapter 4). This offered
the boy increased resources and greater freedom to be himself and felt like an authentic
approach for her as the practitioner. She successfully took the following steps with him:

1. |99| Fully explore self-regulation as his character strength. Understand how it relates to his
management of impulses and emotions, how he has used the strength successfully over the
years, and what goes through his mind (i.e., thoughts) when he is in a self-regulation zone.

2. Gather additional feedback from his mother, father, and teachers. Learn about not only his
struggles but also his positive behaviors (especially those relating to self-regulation).

3. Examine balance with self-regulation with her client. In session, collaboratively map out
behaviors/thoughts/feelings relating to the overuse of self-regulation, the underuse of self-
regulation, and balanced use, especially in the context/situation of completing school
homework.

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

Underuse

Key insight. For managing strengths underuse, clients (and practitioners!) should be encouraged to take a growth
mindset to their strengths development – that they are always the student who is learning, not the master that
knows all.
Underuse exploration. Describe a situation in which you underused one of your strengths. What might you do to
become more mindful of this strength? In what situations might you use it more?
Tip. Keep a diary/log of strengths use during the week. You will become more mindful of underused and
underacknowledged strengths.

Overuse

Key insight. For managing strengths overuse, clients (and practitioners!) should be encouraged to seek feedback
from trusted others in regard to how they come across with their strengths, especially their signature strengths.
Overuse exploration. Describe a situation in which you overused one of your strengths. How might you temper the
overuse or build in another strength to better balance yourself?
Tip. Consider a problem you are struggling with today. Examine it through the lens of strengths overuse. What
strength are you bringing forth too strongly, even a little bit, that is contributing to the problem?

Synergies and Collisions: The Four-Quadrant Model
Character strengths are dynamic and relational. From this view, two or more character strengths
can come together and create a synergy in which the new whole is greater than the sum of the
strengths. Or, two or more character strengths can collide with one another leading to a whole
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that is far less than the sum of the strengths. These are character strengths synergies and
character strengths collisions, respectively, and they can occur within oneself or between people.
Therefore, a four-quadrant model assists in understanding these dynamics. The four quadrants
are as follows, and also outlined with examples in Figure 5.1.

Intrapersonal synergy
Interpersonal synergy
Intrapersonal collision
Interpersonal collision

|100|

Figure 5.1.  The four-quadrant model outlining character strengths synergies and collisions.

Examine Intrapersonal Synergies
To deepen awareness around the powerful swirl of character strengths at play within you across
a myriad of situations, start by mapping out three examples of situations/domains when you
were at your best: when you were engaged and productive at work, making a positive
contribution in your closest relationship, and when helping out in your community. There you will
find three sets of intrapersonal synergies to cherish and celebrate. One of the times I’m at my
best is when leading a live workshop with a group. My hope – positive expectations for each
attendee’s future – merges with my love (and curiosity) for the topic at hand. This then facilitates
a strong intrapersonal synergy, filling me with zest and energy as I express myself to
participants.

Examine Interpersonal Synergies
Start your discussion with a colleague, relationship partner, or friend by acknowledging and
labeling the synergy that took place or is taking place. Describe the strengths at play in the
synergy and how each strength was boosting the other. Celebrate and appreciate this dynamic
together. Like most couples, my wife and I can easily turn to quibbling about petty things in our
day-to-day life. Thus, it is particularly insightful and helpful for us to remember, talk about, and
celebrate our positives as a couple, especially our (interpersonal) synergies. One example is
when we take stock on the reality of our present life. I bring forth my high perspective strength of
seeing the big picture and she brings forth her high judgment/critical thinking strength to
examine the details. We then converse about how we are both working at busy, full-time jobs and
raising/nurturing three very young children who have a host of needs, interests, and activities.
My perspective strength holds this bigger picture, especially through challenging times, while my
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wife’s judgment strength brings forth subtle details and different ways of acknowledging this
reality.

Experimenting With Intrapersonal Collisions

Since collisions occur when the use of one strength might limit, lessen, or negatively impact
another strength(s), there is a moment of choice for individuals to discern for themselves when
they notice the emergence of an intrapersonal collision: Which character strength should I bring
forth more strongly? The answer is not always clear and will involve a number of factors the
individual must weigh, including factors relating to their own personality as well as the demands
of the situation.

|101| As a way of more closely understanding the individual and contextual factors at play with
intrapersonal collisions, consider the following 10 scenarios depicting collisions. How would you
optimally handle each scenario?

Prudence and Bravery

The expression of caution or the expression of courage is the classic collision. Prudence that is
underused in some situations is bravery, while bravery that is overused in some situations is a
lack of prudence. For example, consider a business person who is passionate about opening a
new business but is concerned about the struggling economic times. They hear about a new,
somewhat risky opportunity in which they must act quickly with their business plans. Does he/she
express high prudence and decide to wait until the economy turns around? Does he/she decide to
enact bravery by taking the risk with the new investment because they are passionate about the
idea despite the poor economic climate?

Self-Regulation and Bravery

You have a unique opportunity to meet with an entrepreneur who potentially can help your
dream business soar. Your business will help a lot of people. The entrepreneur makes some very
direct offensive religious and political comments – not only do they offend you but they appear to
attack your special needs child (who is not present). You know that once you receive the
entrepreneur’s help, you won’t have to work with them again.

Do you use bravery and make a point to challenge this offensive behavior (knowing that your
comments will inevitably fall on deaf ears)? Do you use self-regulation – controlling your urge to
say something driven by your “hot” emotions – and bite your tongue? The strength of honesty
and particularly the dimension of integrity may come into play here.

Kindness and Fairness

Note that it’s probably more common for these strengths to work together in tandem than to
collide. But, a good example of a collision is the following: You are waiting in a long line and you
see someone cut in front of you in line a few feet away. Do you use kindness and just assume the
person is struggling or suffering in some way and just altruistically let it go? Do you express
fairness and explain that many people have been waiting for a long time? The situation becomes
more complex if you are already running late for an event that your daughter has to be on time
for; then, does this impact the kindness or fairness level? Or, what if the person that cuts in line
is in a wheelchair – then do you allow kindness to take precedence over fairness?
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Honesty and Kindness

Another classic example often noted is a wife turning to a husband and asking “Do I look fat in
this dress?” Let’s say the husband perceives his wife as slightly looking fat. Should he be
completely honest and say “Yes”? Should he be kind and dishonest and say “No”? While there
might be a middle ground that is supported by social intelligence, does this compromise the
integrity of one strength or the other? Which other character strengths might help to manage this
collision?

|102| Self-Regulation and Zest

Do I take control of my impulses and emotions or do I let them out with enthusiasm? Let’s say
you are at a funeral and you encounter an old friend you haven’t seen in 10 years. You had been
hoping to get in touch with the friend but had lost their contact information. You realize your time
with the friend might be limited. Do you place more effort on controlling your excitement and joy
because of the situation you are in? Or, do you allow you zest and energy to be unleashed
explaining how much you have missed the friend?

Leadership and Teamwork

You are working on a team project with eight people. You are assigned a particular task and are
working hard on it but there is much more you still need to do. Another team member is assigned
to the task of “getting the project out the door” and while they are working on the task you are
not pleased with the work they are doing. You could employ your leadership strength and offer to
help (thus exerting your leadership in helping them organize it, manage the group, and get the
project out the door). Or, you could stay focused on the task you are working on for the team as
this is what you agreed to focus on and you still have more work to do.

Perspective and Perseverance

You are working on a long-term project that has had many hurdles and obstacles. It seems to be
going on forever and some people whom you’d been working with are dropping off the project
because they do not think the outcome is a viable reality. Data begins to show that the original
goal, while still feasible, is diminishing in the likelihood of success. But you continue to believe it
is possible. Do you give greater preference to your perspective strength by stepping back and
seeing the bigger picture that “enough is enough” and stop the project? Do you stay true to your
determination and gritty nature and keep plugging along despite the odds (perseverance)?

Bravery and Humility

You are someone who prefers not to speak up in groups. At the same time, you realize the value
of being vulnerable and transparent with others, especially in situations where it is appropriate to
do so. You are attending a fundraising event for a particular disease. You soon learn that the
group might benefit from your offering a personal example that offers ideas for prevention of the
disease. You see that there are several other people who are offering their knowledge and
experiences. Do you join the others and share your experiences in front of the group (bravery)?
Do you use your humility and allow the focus to stay on the others who are already sharing in the
group?
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Spirituality and Social Intelligence

You had a recent spiritual experience that was particularly inspiring and meaningful. You feel so
positive about the experience and the benefits it has brought you that you want to share it with
everyone you meet. From the lens of your social intelligence strength, you realize not every
situation will be appropriate. Do you share the experience with any of the following people?

Your best friend who is a strong atheist and doesn’t like to talk about spirituality.
Your coworker who is suffering and needs ideas for new coping skills.
A greeter at Wall-Mart who seems to be a religious person.
The employees who work for you.

|103| Creativity and Humility

You have a lot of ideas and you love to share them. Also, you realize that when you start talking
about your ideas it is at the expense of other people having an opportunity to speak. In
considering this potential, in what situations might you use creativity and let your ideas “fly” and
in what situations might you exert more humility to limit your expression of ideas to allow others
more time to share?

Experimenting With Interpersonal Collisions
Reflect on the following five interpersonal collisions. These are offered to show what a collision
might look like in action. As each collision unfolds, it becomes clear that there is a different
“energy” coming from each person. These energies are different strengths being expressed;
however, in a collision, the “strength” element is lost. Picture each scenario/collision and
consider how you might resolve each one taking a strengths-based approach. How might you feel
or act differently if you were one of the people in the scenario versus being the coach/mediator
for the people in the scenario?

Creativity and Judgment

In this collision, the out of the box thinker clashes with the reflective discerning person. The
former is looking to share more ideas, while the latter is looking for reasoned ideas and rationale.
The person high in judgment offers challenges to each idea. This leads the person high in
creativity to feel as if they are being placed in a box, contained, and slightly rejected, therefore,
they express frustration in return. This leads the person high in judgment to feel confused as
they were merely expressing their signature strength involving rationale and constructive
critiques.

Humility and Humor

In this collision, the expressive playful person clashes with the low-key modest person. The
person high in humor walks into the room of colleagues and engages several in conversations
with a funny story. Laughter abounds in the room but the person high in humility only smiles and
continues focusing on their work. The person high in humor notices this lack of involvement and
walks over to the humble person and delivers some playful teasing. The person high in humility
views this as an intrusion and feels angry as they had given plenty of space for the person with
humor to joke and laugh and now it is being taken a step further to affect them personally. The
person high in humor was attempting to use their strength of playfulness and laughter to involve
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others, while the person high in humility was attempting to give space and place the attention on
others.

Self-Regulation and Curiosity

Two friends spontaneously connect at a gym, and following the initial check-in, there is a
collision. The person high in self-regulation begins to step away as they are eager to get back to
their workout which is closely mapped out in terms of timing. The person high in curiosity is
excited by the energy of the conversation and asks a few more question, which annoys their
friend. The person high in self-regulation is focused on their disciplined regimen and
wanting/needing to |104| draw inward, while the person high in curiosity is focused on exploring
more in the situation at hand and wanting/needing to focus outward, hence the collision.

Kindness and Perspective

Two board members collide interpersonally with their character strengths. One board member is
passionate about a new idea that could help a lot of people. He advocates for the implementation
of a new program that has evidenced-based effects and is aligned with the organization’s
mission. Another board member refutes the idea, saying that the wider view is a dwindling
budget and many other community needs that must be taken care of. The member high in
kindness retorts that the program being proposed would be an exemplar that could later extend
widely throughout the community. The result is the kindness of one person clashes with the
perspective of another.

Prudence and Fairness

In a parenting scenario in which a young child is wanting to finish watching a television show that
they are excited about, two parents collide in the optimal approach. One parent, high in
prudence, says the show needs to be turned “off” now in order to stay aligned with the bedtime
ritual and hence getting enough sleep before school the next morning. The other parent, high in
fairness, sees how important finishing that show is to the child and advocates to be fair to the
child emotionally, to let them finish watching the show they are enthused about (“only 15 more
minutes”) and then go to bed. The two parents feel “unheard” by one another and clash.

Resolving Interpersonal Collisions
As the concept of character strengths collisions is new, there is not an abundance of strategies
designed to resolve such collisions. Anecdotally speaking, it appears that awareness of these
collisions can go a long way. Many of these collisions occur as part of an unconscious dynamic
within a dyad and therefore bringing awareness to how these strengths are operating in each
individual offers not only new information but opportunities for discussion and then appropriate
action.

An example of how this played out with one couple, Abe and Sasha, is offered using the aware-
explore-apply model, along with questions to assist the practitioner at each phase:

Aware

Building insight around the character strengths at play in the collision.
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Name the conflict clearly and the action/inaction of each member of the couple.
What character strength(s) is each member using as a lens to see the situation or to act
from?
Example: Abe and Sasha became aware of their interpersonal collision. Sasha would ask Abe
for help in fixing something in or around the house (e.g., a leak in the sink, handling a large
fallen tree branch) and Abe would not do it in a timely fashion. Sasha did not understand
this as she knows Abe likes to keep busy and likes to “fix” things. Abe would explain that he
was busy doing other things around the house and would get to it when he could. They
described the character strengths collision as Abe’s perseverance (desire to complete the
task he was currently working on) clashing with Sasha’s hope (positive expectations,
|105| desire to reach a goal). Sasha was viewing her husband as a stick-in-the-mud, while

Abe was viewing his wife as annoying and unappreciative.

Explore

After the insight of awareness, exploration of the collision can take the form of self-reflection,
discussion, or other methods.

How does each member of the couple’s top character strengths play a role in the conflict?
Is this a pattern in their communication as a couple or a one-off experience?
For each strength in the collision, what is the underlying intention or the driving force?
How strong (from 1–10, where 10 is the strongest) is each member expressing this
particular strength? Is this an overuse of the strength in this situation? What number would
represent optimal use of the strength?
How might each individual move closer to optimal use of the strength in a future similar
situation? What steps might they need to take to get there?
How does knowing this dynamic assist the couple in the future?
Example: Abe and Sasha discussed their tension. Abe explained that once he starts a new
project, he wants to finish it and not get distracted by new projects. This fuels Abe with
energy when he can see the finished project and can recognize the obstacles and
challenges he had to overcome to get it done. Sasha explained how she gets fueled by
doing new things and by entertaining others. For this, she needs to set up the house
properly and have things in working order and looking nice, thus seeing things undone
triggers her. Her strengths of creativity and appreciation of beauty/excellence further
enliven her approach to the house. Sasha and Abe each rate their character strength
expression strongly, around an 8 out of 10.

Apply

Following discussion, action planning can be taken by each member of the couple, with the
intention to use a character strengths-based approach in future similar situations.

What action might be taken in future similar situations?
Example: Sasha reframed her mindset around her husband’s actions as a strong use of his
signature strength of perseverance, a quality she has always admired in him. She would
take this fresh perception of him rather than seeing him as a stick-in-the-mud. In addition,
she expressed her genuine appreciation to him for all his hard work around the house. Abe
reframed his perception of Sasha as being annoying to being energetic, eager, and
optimistic (i.e., hopeful and zestful) for wanting to find ways to take action and to get things
done and have a beautiful, presentable home to others. As he enjoyed being part of the
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“entertaining couple,” his gratitude for Sasha and her uniqueness was renewed. He stated
he would be more open to interruptions during his focused work on part of the house and
would certainly direct his perseverance to take a break on one task to go get a simpler task
done.

Hot Buttons
Everybody has character strengths “hot buttons” or sensitive areas in which another person’s
strengths use is perceived by an observer to be strengths overuse or strengths underuse and
triggers discomfort/frustration. Typically, this stems from one’s own character strength beliefs,
preferences, or expectations. In these situations, the person’s character strength has been
affronted or offended. The affront may feel personal and deliberate. Anger, frustration, or other
|106| upset emotions may be the result. Hot buttons can be the source of conflicts, of strengths

collisions, and/or may even explain why a problem is happening. Hot buttons often emerge from
one of these two overarching phenomena:

1. You perceive underuse and are triggered. There are numerous reasons a person can be
triggered, such as another person does not share your highest strengths which you highly
value or you perceive that they are displaying low levels of a particular strength for the
situation at hand (and that strength may or may not be your signature strength). Viewing
someone underplaying a strength that you highly value can be disappointing, frustrating,
and even anxiety-provoking. Sometimes we place high standards and expectations on
others to express certain strengths. A few examples include: a parent wanting their child to
display more perseverance when faced with adversity at school or more bravery on the
football field; a manager demanding high levels of appreciation of excellence with a work
project; a spouse wanting more support (e.g., teamwork or love) in the home environment.
In any of these situations, the underuse of that character strength is a hot button or trigger.

2. You perceive overuse and are triggered. In these instances, you perceive someone is
displaying an intense behavior that could be noted as an overplay of a character strength
(and you may or may not have it as a signature strength). This perceived overuse might be
annoying to you, be an affront to your personal beliefs, cause you anxiety, or, for a myriad
of other reasons, it is a hot button for you. Examples include: the person who always seems
to be in critical thinking mode, a person being overly sappy with their expression of love, a
person acting like the annoying “zesty” energizing bunny before you’ve had your morning
coffee, and a person behaving like a religious zealot.

Where do these perceptions of overuse and underuse and their resulting hot buttons come from?
This would depend on the theoretical orientation of the person you ask and how they believe
people change, whether it is based in family of origin issues, faulty cognitions, problematic
environment conditions, or other reasons. One theorist not explored among those mentioned in
Chapter 3 is Albert Ellis (Ellis & Dryden, 1987) and his massive quantity of practical work on
irrational beliefs. Ellis explains that common beliefs people occupy internally include “Life should
be fair,” “Life should be easier,” “I shouldn’t have to work so hard,” “You must treat me well,” “I
must be approved by everyone,” and “I must always do well.” When people experience an affront
to these beliefs, this forms a hot button; thus, an affront to fairness might be an offense to the
belief that “Life should be fair,” while an affront to gratitude might be an offense to the belief
that “I must be approved by everyone.” Ellis argued in his rational-emotive-behavior therapy
approach that people can become aware of these (and many more) automatic beliefs and learn
to challenge and overcome them, with astute thinking and behavior change.
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Two of the best ways for practitioners to boost astute thinking and mindful understanding
around hot buttons and the substantial role they can play in a client’s everyday life are to not
only label and understand one’s own hot button issues but to witness the behavior of others. For
the latter, here are some examples of character strength hot buttons from some of my past
clients and students:

A young woman high in kindness and generosity feels upset by the lack of giving at a group
meeting.
A man high in curiosity feels frustrated by a colleague’s apparent lack of mutual interest and
lack of reciprocal questions.
A woman high in fairness feels angered by an individual’s blatant disregard of the welfare of
others.
A colleague high in teamwork feels frustrated by one team member’s lack of participation
and contribution, and their letting the rest of the team do the work.
|107| A young man high in honesty is triggered by people who make excuses, blame,

exaggerate, and dance around the truth without being direct, especially politicians!
A subordinate high in gratitude feels disappointed when she is not acknowledged at work by
her boss for going the extra mile on work projects week after week.

Hot Button Management – Overarching Strategies

In order to take control of these sensitive issues, there are a couple tactics you and your clients
can try.

1. Retrospective management. This occurs when you’ve acknowledged the reality of the hot
button issue – it is essentially your issue.

What would you do different next time you are in a similar situation?
What character strength might you use to temper what was triggered?

2. Prospective management. This refers to looking to the future to a situation in which you
believe you might get triggered and taking preventative action. Perhaps you will soon be in
a meeting with a difficult person, have to confront a family member, or do a project with a
lazy person. To prepare yourself for optimal functioning in the heat of the moment, consider
these questions:

What is the outcome you’re looking for with this situation/interaction? What do you
hope will happen?
How might you take an approach of understanding/learning rather than changing the
other’s view?
What character strengths will you need to deploy? How will you bring them forth?
When you are managing a hot button with someone whom you want to stay in
relationship with, then the situation can be particularly sensitive. In such cases,
preparation and reflection on strengths is helpful.

What character strengths will you need to use to stay in relationship with the
person without trying to change them (for example, using forgiveness in small
doses)?
What character strengths might you need to let go of (e.g., affronts to my fairness
strength) as a sacrifice for the betterment of the relationship?
Would a planful deployment of a particular character strength be useful? Which
one? How will you use it in the situation?

Hot Button Management – Specific Strategies
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1. Mindful listening and mindful speech. Listening to someone with mindful attention by
placing full focus in the present moment, and by listening and observing rather than
judging, analyzing, or getting caught in emotion, can transform the moment (Nhat Hanh,
2001). Interactions involve a collection of moments that can be transformed. When we
speak, we can practice mindful speech – from the heart – that is clear, direct, specific, and
empathic (Niemiec, 2012).

2. Be especially strong for “the first 3 minutes.” Couples relationship researcher, John Gottman
(Carrere & Gottman, 1999) calls the first 3 minutes of an argument a critical period for
setting up conflict discussions and is predictive of successful/unsuccessful marital outcomes.
Gottman suggests deploying a softened start-up where there is a gentle opening for
discussions around the conflict. He offers reasons why these initial minutes are crucial to the
conversation (I’ve added the hypothetical character strengths that align with each in
parentheses):

|108| It’s about managing the potentially “hot” emotions and heightened bodily
physiology (self-regulation).
Having tact when starting the conversation (prudence).
Displaying an open rather than constricted mental state (curiosity and judgment/open-
mindedness).
Managing emotional reactivity (self-regulation and social intelligence).

3. Practice compassion-focused reappraisal. This refers to a specific practice and way of
perceiving someone who has offended you. It involves emphasizing the complex humanity
of the offender and interprets the offense as evidence that the offender needs to experience
positive growth or transformation (Witvliet, DeYoung, Hofelich, & DeYoung 2011; Witvliet,
Knoll, Hinman, & DeYoung, 2010). This can bring benefit, both physical and mental, to the
person who was offended.

4. Tailor the use of character strengths to manage the hot button in the situation. Here are a
few examples from my clients or students:

I recall a client who was particularly high in forgiveness and was triggered by family
members who were not as forgiving and quite resentful. She attempted to use kindness
and love toward them (i.e., “kill them with kindness”) but that did not seem to temper
the forgiveness. Social intelligence in acting appropriately and prudence in being
cautious with words and actions helped to prevent conflict but did not remedy the pit in
her stomach around her forgiveness hot button. Then, she realized it, she could circle
back and use her own strength of forgiveness – the very strength that was causing her
suffering! She deliberately “forgave” her family members for their actions, ignorance,
and poor choices. Although much of this was internal and not interpersonally
expressed, she felt she had a tool she could use each time her hot button was fired up.
A new employee had her creativity hot button pressed regularly at work when she was
talking about an interesting topic and someone interrupted her or changed the subject.
She utilized humility to place greater attention on others and forgiveness to let go of
any regrets about this. She added that in order to restore further balance, her
strengths of fairness and kindness toward others also needed to be elevated a bit.
A young man had a new, exciting insight he went to share with his wife who was
watching television. She looked at him but she wasn’t listening. He left the room upset
because he did not receive the empathy or engagement he had hoped for. He paused,
looked for a hot button, and realized his fairness was being activated. He went on to
say that he discovered it was he who was being unfair to his wife because he had
interrupted her flow by barging in on her and placing expectations on her. He explained
the strength of perspective was helpful in seeing his wife’s situation more clearly and
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his strength of self-regulation helped him to manage his feelings and find balance in
the situation.

Strength-Based Practitioner Tip

Apply hot button exploration to yourself as a self-study and then explore it with a client. Try out this activity: Consider one
of your signature strengths. Describe a situation in which you felt your strength was affronted. What was your reaction in
the situation? Have there been similar situations in which this same strength of yours has been offended? Stepping back
with a wider view of this situation, what is the best way to handle it? Do you need to consciously bring other character
strengths into play? What are the character strengths of the other individuals involved in the situation?

|109| Morality
Many years ago, I had the urge to write a book about these character strengths that attempted to
summarize them in one word or phrase – “goodness” or “being good.” I recall Chris Peterson
mentioning something similar to this before he passed away. Still, to talk about goodness with
such directness is to appear to be making a claim about what is best for other people and what it
means for them to be a good person. This work with character strengths is not about proclaiming
the line of where goodness lies, a hotly debated topic within moral philosophy and theology. To
be clear, I personally believe that the authentic application of these character strengths and
these concepts is an important element of being good (i.e., moral) and expressing goodness (i.e.,
morality) to others and the world. That said, there remains an abundance of important work to be
done that examines the connections between character strengths and morality, the myriad of
ways that character strengths can cause goodness (I suspect many of them can be found in this
book), and reflects new opportunities for people to express goodness to others. In this section, I
look at some of the work going on in this area.

The link between morality and character strengths is an important area to explore. The moral
intelligence of human beings has been increasing over the centuries and some scholars argue
this is being driven by science and reason (Shermer, 2015). The moral character scholar Christian
Miller (2013) argues that the moral importance of character strengths is critical to the following:
understanding ourselves, understanding family and friends, role models, ethical theory,
education, and societal problems. In addition, many would add the role of the helping
professional/practitioner to this list. For purposes of this book, it is worth noting that some argue
that every encounter of counseling is a moral one, that, whether admitted or not, there is a moral
vision, a reflection of values, and a discussion of the good life and being a good person
(Christopher, 1996). By this token, the work of practitioners (managers, educators, coaches,
psychologists), and many nonpractitioners (family members, friends, coworkers) is moral work.

Perhaps this book can be interpreted in some ways as what virtues philosopher Andre Comte-
Sponville (2001) referred to as “applied morals” – as I describe many ways we can bring our best
qualities forward to bring benefit to others. As discussed in Chapter 1, one of the three
refractions of the VIA classification is not only the contribution of character strengths to personal
identity and instrumental benefits but also the promotion of the greater good for others or the
collective good of society. Indeed, there are many ways to be good and these character strengths
represent 24 platforms from which one can be good from. Research has found that doing good is
an important avenue for people to create meaningful and satisfying lives (i.e., being good)
(Steger, Kashdan, & Oishi, 2008). Similarly, other research found that moral views of oneself
capture some but not all character strengths and predicted moral concerns, life goals,
adjustment (to early college years), and integrity (Noftle, 2014). It is also true that in any “story”
of morality or goodness these character strengths can be found at the center of the story. Table
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5.3 offers 24 examples of “ways to be good,” one for each character strength, to help the
practitioner see how easily character strengths tap into an expression of goodness, no matter
how small, to bring benefit to others. This table is also offered to highlight the point that this
conceptual application is important for each of the character strengths, not solely those strengths
where morality is an obvious element.

|110| Table 5.3.  24 Ways to Be Good

Character Strength Examples of Behavioral Acts of Goodness

Creativity Create a surprise gift for someone that might be in the form of a poem, thank you card, or a
unique meal.

Curiosity Ask a person follow-up questions when they share good news with you so you can help them
capitalize on the positivity.

Judgment/critical
thinking

Evaluate your own level of goodness toward one person in your life; use your reasoning to
consider another way to be good to them.

Love of learning Read a book or article on kindness, and, while putting one thing you learned into action, reflect on
your growth in learning on that topic.

Perspective Call someone in your life you know who has been struggling lately and offer your direct or
indirect/supportive counsel.

Bravery Challenge a person (in an appropriate, balanced way) about a wrong you are seeing perpetrated
in your community, at work, or at home.

Perseverance Start and finish a project, today, in a way that brings benefit to another person.

Honesty Be honest with someone about their best qualities. Tell them directly and clearly what you notice
about them.

Zest Notice a person or group in your community that is lacking energy; deliberately spend time with
that person or group in an enthusiastic way so that your energy is contagious.

Love In your next two conversations, express an attitude of warmth and genuineness in your body
language and words with the other person, giving them your undivided attention.

Kindness Commit a random act of kindness for someone you’ve never met.

Social intelligence Initiate a positive conversation with someone who appears lonely or shy, who lacks good social
skills, or who is emotionally upset.

Teamwork Offer to help support a teammate on a work project.

Fairness Express your fairness with a group (e.g., your children, your colleagues, your friends); take action
to bring balance and fair treatment to everyone in the group.

Leadership Organize an activity, trip, or volunteer experience for a small group that contributes positively to
your community or helps raise awareness in your group about an important issue.

Forgiveness Be merciful and supportive to someone who has wronged you. See their vulnerability, see your
strength, and if you’re ready and if appropriate, tell them you forgive them.

Humility Spend time talking with a homeless person on the street (or someone whom you know is
struggling). Place your attention on them, giving them the stage to talk and share.

Prudence Plan out in detail a special event for your child, spouse, or friend. Plan ahead and map everything
out so that the other person is sure to be surprised and feel good.

Self-regulation When someone is expressing anger toward you, pause with a couple slow breaths, instead of
reacting with anger in return. See the humanness of the other person and that they are suffering.

Appreciation of beauty &
excellence

Experience the emotion of elevation by observing moral goodness in an inspiring movie character
and follow up with your own motivation to do good because of this.

Gratitude Write a note of gratitude that shares why you are grateful for the person on a sticky-note. Place it
on your colleague’s desk or in your relationship partner’s space that will offer a surprise to go
along with your gratitude.

Hope Sit down with your partner or friend and envision a positive future; talk about how you both can
bring benefit to the lives of others with your vision.

Humor Offer a smile and a funny story or joke to someone who is feeling stressed and needs some levity.

Spirituality Recall something that one person in your life considers to be meaningful to them. Find a way to
contribute to that meaning in some way, perhaps creating an experience with or for them.
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|111| The Character Strengths and Virtues text (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) explains that one
of the ten criteria for a character strength is that the strength be morally valued: “Although
strengths can and do produce desirable outcomes, each strength is morally valued in its own
right, even in the absence of obvious beneficial outcomes” (p. 19).

Character strengths have been found to predict behavior in the moral domain and to both
complement and provide incremental validity above the trait of honesty/humility in studies of
economic games (Ruch, Bruntsch, & Wagner, 2017). Moral character is a realistic, agreed-upon
lens by which people view themselves and others, as supported in research findings showing
agreement of different peer-ratings along with self-ratings of character strengths (Helzer, Furr,
Barranti, & Fleeson, 2014).

Some character strengths have an obvious, strong loading around morality such as the value of
being kind or fair to others. Other character strengths have a less obvious moral connection such
as judgment/critical thinking and humor. To address this, Peterson and Seligman (2004) explain
these as “value-added strengths,” in that the strength is most praiseworthy when it is combined
with one or more character strengths. Humor with leadership or humor with teamwork become
“the humorous leader” or the “playful teammate,” respectfully, and each conjures up insights
around the added value of the combination. Another example is humor with kindness. A typical
comedian on the stage who is high in humor is probably not offering exemplary work in the
“morally valued” category; however, when that comedian puts on a clown suit and walks into the
pediatric cancer unit at a children’s hospital to cheer up kids who are suffering (i.e., humor
combined with kindness) then humor becomes exemplary in terms of moral value.

One character strength that has been given unique attention around moral goodness over the
last decade is the strength of appreciation of beauty and excellence, and more specifically one of
its dimensions referred to as “elevation.” Elevation is an emotion people experience when they
witness an act of moral goodness, feel physiological sensations in the body (e.g., warming of
chest, tingling in extremities), and are motivated to do good (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Haidt, 2000).
Several studies now show that this emotion leads people to greater goodness as measured by
prosocial acts and altruism (see Aquino, McFerran, & Laven, 2011; Cox, 2010; Diessner, Iyer,
Smith, & Haidt, 2013; Landis et al., 2009; Schnall, Roper, & Fessler, 2010; Schnall & Roper, 2011;
Siegel, Thomson, & Navarro, 2014; Thomson, Nakamura, Siegel, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).
Interventions have targeted elevation, also known as “moral beauty,” by encouraging students to
engage with moral beauty in order to increase their desire to become better persons and to do
good, because engagement with this form of beauty is uniquely predictive of caring for, being
empathic of, and loving others and of someone showing benevolence toward others (Diessner et
al., 2013).

The motivational elements of elevation are aligned with the thinking of Aristotle (4th
BCE/2000), who viewed the core of moral character as comprised not only of externally acquired
knowledge (e.g., moral principles), but also the emotions, reasons, and intentions that move an
individual to act in accordance with those principles (moral sentiments). The latter, it can be
argued, are guided by “internal” means of character strengths, especially the development of
self-awareness, reflection, and the expression of strengths. Virtue theorist Matt Stichter (2007;
2015) adds to this by arguing for a “skill model of virtue,” and explains that virtues are skills that
deal with morality matters. Thus, the skill model of virtue is having both a practical know-how
and a commitment to act well combined with practical wisdom to evaluate the moral purpose
with respect to living well. For Stichter, this skill model of virtue is neo-Aristotlelian and the
practical activity of acting well aligns with being well. Personality researchers have also
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discussed the potency of “acting well” in order to be well as an intervention to help people
change (Blackie et al., 2014).

Virtuous character is guided by a clear vision of what is good and admirable, from which the
individual is able to act consistently in a way that fits the situation (Fowers, 2008). As one of
eight central features of mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP, Niemiec, 2014a),
par |112| ticipants are asked to explore the connection of character strengths with their goals in
relation to two overarching areas of personal purpose – authenticity and goodness. While it’s
argued that one leads to the other and the two interrelate, participants usually resonate with one
or the other and are hence encouraged to use that as a starting point. Participants often have a
sense as to whether their personal goals and drive toward virtuous character are aligned with
striving toward “being a better me” (authenticity) or “being a better person” (goodness). An
example of the former is focusing on widening and deepening one’s expression of signature
strengths, while the latter is viewed as deliberately targeting particular character strengths to
benefit others or society (e.g., trying to improve one’s kindness or bravery). In either case, the
deliberate expression of character strengths/signature strengths for purposeful, virtuous ends
takes mindful effort and practice. With such effort, these examples show how character emerges
from the inside to the out, rather than something that infiltrates from the outside-in (Diessner et
al., 2013).

The movement of the outside to the in is also clear in character development. The expression
of character in the moral domain can be learned from the observation of others. As Bandura
(1977), the father of observational learning, argued perhaps better than anyone, most of human
learning occurs through observation, as what is observed is coded within us for future use.
Character strengths and virtues can be observed in paragons and moral exemplars for their
expression of goodness and excellence. Moral exemplars of strengths can be found in one’s
social circle (Laham, 2013) as well as through the influence of mentors and role models (Moberg,
2008). Moral exemplars show a strong motivational theme of agency and communion and often
depict action in challenging situations (Walker & Frimer, 2007). There is not one pathway of
virtuous expression for a moral character (Walker & Hennig, 2004), therefore, it is useful to look
to multiple examples to understand the breadth. Extreme exemplars, referred to as paragons,
was one of the criteria used to define the inclusion of a character strength in the VIA
classification, and Peterson and Seligman (2004) also offer one example for each of the 24
strengths (e.g., Gandhi for fairness). Indeed, role models and mentors are one of the most
common, recurring themes in terms of “enabling factors” that engender these character
strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Niemiec and Wedding (2014) offer over 1,500 examples
from movies organized by the 24 character strengths. The deployment of character strengths to
reach moral ends (e.g., goodness, betterment of others/society) was specifically articulated in
relation to the central characters of Rea, Finn, and Han Solo in Star Wars: Episode VII – The Force
Awakens (Sansom et al., 2016).

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

As a practical exercise, clients can be encouraged to name their biggest influencers or the positive role models in their life.
They can be encouraged to name someone who is living or deceased, real or fictional, old or young. The biggest impact is
often found for those who consider someone personal – e.g., a family member, close friend, neighbor, teacher – who has
directly impacted the client. If the client is unable to name someone personal they might consider either a person in the
public eye or even a person who has been depicted in some form in the media (e.g., from a movie, television program, or
book). When I was presenting character strengths workshops to officers and cadets at the United States Air Force
Academy, I asked the group to reflect on an activity similar to this one. During the debriefing, one particularly stoic and
tough officer raised his hand to share that his exemplar was Mr. Rogers (from the popular children's television show Mister
Rogers’ Neighborhood). He explained that he recalled often being in battle and other challenging situations with his unit
and would say to himself: “If Mr. Rogers was in this situation, what would he do?” He then considered Mr. Rogers’ likely
actions and what his advice might be, as well as turning to those character strengths of Mr. Rogers. He then attempted to
do what was right and best in the situation.
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|113| We can also learn about moral goodness through individuals showing a deficiency of
character strength. This may occur in immoral or bad behavior but also in the absence of good or
bad behavior, as the avoidance of bad behavior alone does not necessarily reflect strong
character strength expression. Fowers (2008) addresses this when he describes Aristotle’s five
character types, particularly when explaining how an individual can be of a continent or
incontinent character type, which are types that fall short of virtuous (good) character because
they are characterized by a conflict or struggle to express a virtuous good, yet they are not in the
domain of the vicious or beastly domain of character. The latter categories would fall in the area
of what I call “character strengths misuse,” which is the use of character strengths for
manipulative or malevolent purposes. For example, creativity can be misused as evidenced in
email spamming in which one receives a message from a Nigerian prince who informs you that
you are an heir to a large sum of money and if you simply pass along your bank account number
to the prince, he can make the confirmation and you and he will happily split the funds. Creativity
research has termed this misuse of creativity as “malevolent creativity” and several studies have
examined the dangers and moral complexity and ambiguity therein (Cropley, Kaufman, White, &
Chiera, 2014). Researchers in creativity have even gone on to distinguish malevolent creativity
(e.g., deliberate intention to harm, such as an employee stealing company secrets to bring down
a company) from negative creativity (e.g., an employee who thinks of creative ways to steal
office supplies from their employer, which may not have the intent to harm the company). The
misuse of courage/bravery has been explored by Pury, Starkey, Kulik, Skjerning, and Sullivan
(2015), who explain that “bad courage” occurs when an individual sees a particular goal as good,
whereas society views that particular goal as bad. A terrorist expressing bravery as a suicide
bomber would be one example of bad courage or its misuse. Some of these are obvious
examples showing a lack of morality. It is important for practitioners to remember that morality is
typically a highly nuanced area that, as discussed in Chapter 1 about the nature of “character,” is
not an all-or-none/black-or-white, categorical view. As humans, we like categories and boxes to
place people in as this helps us understand them, but limiting a person to good or bad, moral or
immoral, is usually not a sophisticated or accurate approach.

I suspect the themes I mention here, which are of varying levels of integration, will be
enhanced by a cohesive theory of good character that examines character from the perspective
of these 24 ubiquitous strengths. To this end, David Rand at Yale University is making important
strides in experimental paradigms studying why character strengths may have evolved to serve
humanity’s interests to survive and thrive.

Mindfulness, Savoring, Flow, and Hypnosis
In this section, I’ll offer some distinctions between states of mindfulness, savoring, flow, and
hypnosis and discuss ways that each interface with character strengths. While there is overlap
between each, important distinctions can be drawn. There are different ways to discuss and
examine each of these, for example, mindfulness can be viewed as a trait, state, or process
(Niemiec, 2014a) and savoring can be viewed as an experience, process, or response/strategy
(Bryant & Veroff, 2007). This section will not examine such nuances nor will it discuss their
relationship with one another. Rather, this section places emphasis on practical utility, especially
focused on how each might enhance character strengths and how character strengths, in turn,
might impact each phenomenon.

|114| Mindfulness

140



In the early 2000s, a group of diverse mindfulness scientists collaborated together to offer an
operational definition for mindfulness. This was particularly important because the field of
mindfulness was growing substantially and researchers, practitioners, and thought leaders were
often defining mindfulness in different ways. This distinguished group arrived at a two-part
definition for mindfulness: (1) the self-regulation of attention (2) with an attitude of curiosity,
openness, and acceptance (Bishop et al., 2004). From this definition, it is clear there are two
character strengths (self-regulation and curiosity) that are already embedded in the essence of
what mindfulness really is, at its core.

But the integration of mindfulness and character strengths does not stop there (Baer & Lykins,
2011). Niemiec (2014a) explained that there are two ways to integrate these constructs. These
are highlighted in Table 5.4, which offers definitions for “strong mindfulness” and “mindful
strengths use” and the rationale for their importance. As all people struggle from time to time to
create any form of self-regulation practice – and some people struggle mightily and then quit –
would it therefore not make sense to turn to one’s best internal qualities for support? The all-too-
common obstacles of mind wandering, forgetting to practice, and not having time can be
confronted and overcome with strengths, especially signature strengths. Indeed, the practice of
mindfulness or of character strengths can unleash a positive contagion – an internal virtuous
circle that brings benefit intrapersonally or an external virtuous circle in which the more centered
practitioner then interacts in a positive way with another person and this positivity carries
forward (because of a recent mindfulness or strengths practice).

Table 5.4.  Two Ways to Integrate Mindfulness and Character Strengths

Integration Concept Definition Rationale Practical Activity

Strong mindfulness Bringing character
strengths to mindfulness
CS ➡ M

Manage your meditation
obstacles.
Improve mindful living (e.g.,
driving, walking, eating).
Supercharge your meditation by
bringing more of “you” to the
practice.

1. Name one meditation
obstacle.

2. Write one way that each of
your Top 3 signature
strengths could help you face
the obstacle.

3. Make a plan and try it out.

Mindful strengths use Bringing mindfulness to
character strengths
M ➡ CS

Combat strength blindness by
using signature (and other)
strengths more.
Discover an optimal strengths
zone between overuse and
underuse.
Increase savvy toward context
nuances.
Reframe problems with
strengths.

1. Pause with whatever you are
doing.

2. Find your breathing in the
moment for 10–30 seconds.

3. At the end of the pause, ask
yourself: What character
strength might I bring forth
right now?

4. Bring the strength forward in
your behavior, speech,
feelings, or thinking.
(the mindful pause)

|115| Savoring
Savoring involves the deliberate cultivation of positive experience in the here and now. Although
people are mindful of their experience during savoring, the process of savoring is more restrictive
as the individual targets internal or external positive stimuli and maintains that focus (Bryant &
Veroff, 2007), whereas mindfulness approaches involve being open to whatever arises in the
present moment – positive, negative, or neutral. In short, savoring means to try to prolong the
positive, whether that be a positive feeling of joy or peace or whether it be the presence of a
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character strength. Indeed, mindfulness gets us through the doorway to seize an opportunity to
savor.

There are many connections between character strengths and savoring. As with mindfulness,
we can examine the integration in three important ways (see Table 5.5): Strong savoring refers
to deliberately strengthening your savoring capacity by turning to one or more character
strengths. In turn, savoring can be brought to character strengths in at least two important ways:
a focus on appreciating a character strength (of oneself or others) in the moment and a focus on
noticing the strengths that emerge as a result of any savoring practice. Many savoring practices
have been established and center around the past, present, or future, such as positive
reminiscence, savoring the present moment, and positive mental time travel, respectively (e.g.,
Bryant & Veroff, 2007; Hurley & Kwon, 2012; Quoidbach, Berry, Hansenne, & Mikolajczak, 2010;
Quoidbach, Wood, & Hansenne, 2009; Smith, Harrison, Kurtz, & Bryant, 2014).

Table 5.5.  The Integration of Savoring and Character Strengths

Integration Concept Definition Rationale Practical Activity

Strong savoring Bringing character
strengths to savoring
CS ➡ S

Manage your savoring obstacles.
Improve savoring in your daily
living (e.g., driving, walking,
eating).
Supercharge your savoring by
bringing more of “you” to the
practice.

1. Name one savoring obstacle
(e.g., forgot to practice, don’t
have time, mind wandered).

2. Write one way that each of
your Top 3 signature
strengths could help you face
the obstacle.

3. Make a plan and try it out.

Savored strength Bringing savoring to
character strengths
S ➡ CS

Enhance appreciation for one of
your character strengths.
Enhance appreciation for a
character strength of someone
else.

1. Select any established
savoring practice, e.g.,
positive reminiscence.

2. Choose one of your character
strengths as the target of the
experience, e.g.,
perseverance.

3. Reminisce about one memory
in which your perseverance
was strong and positive (or
substitute a difference
character strength or
different savoring strategy).

4. |116| Allow yourself to be
immersed in the positive
thoughts, feelings, words,
and actions involved with
savoring your memory of
perseverance. Feel the
sensations associated with
this strength in the moment.
Prolong the experience for at
least 10 minutes.

The strength that rises Bringing savoring to
character strengths
S ➡ CS

Attend to a strength that is an
outcome of savoring.
With new awareness, the
strength might be used in
postsavoring as a beneficial
experience in and of itself, or as
a method for further prolonging
and remembering the savored
experience.

1. Engage in any established
savoring practice (e.g.,
positive reminiscence).

2. After the practice concludes,
notice which of your 24
character strengths is most
elevated.

3. Consider expressing that
strength in your life, or pause
to savor the strength.

Distinguishing Between Mindfulness and Savoring
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What follows are two meditation activities, using the same scenario, but shifted to be either a
formal mindfulness activity or a formal savoring activity. For each activity, begin by going outside
in nature and sitting down. This is not an imagery activity so you’ll need to literally go outside!

1. Mindfulness strategy. Notice the nature scene. Be attentive to your senses, your feelings,
and your thoughts as you sit there. Be attentive to the myriad of details surrounding you.
Allow yourself to feel whatever it is you are feeling from moment to moment. You might feel
peace. Maybe agitation? Lingering stress or emerging calm? Be open to all feelings and
allow them to be there. Continue to watch them. Be open to new feelings or thoughts that
arise. Do the best you can to not get “caught up” in any detail or any feeling. Instead, take
an approach of exploring and noticing, more and more. You might even say to yourself over
and over “What else can I notice?” Take in further details as you look around your
environment and as you observe your inner experience.

2. Savoring strategy. Notice the nature scene. Allow yourself to be immersed in its beauty –
the sounds, visual details, and pleasant smells. Take notice of something particularly
positive – something that makes you feel good. It might be the sound of babbling water, the
majesty of a giant tree, or the chirping of birds as they fly around. Absorb yourself in the
details. Notice any positive feelings present within you – such as peacefulness, energy, love,
awe, gratitude, hope, interest, or other feelings. Tune in closely to one of these feelings.
Feel it fully as you enjoy the nature scene. Stick with that positive emotion. Appreciate how
good it feels. Extend it by breathing with it. It might feel as if your breath is enhancing your
feeling, deepening it. If the feeling fades, turn to another positive feeling or to another
pleasurable part of the nature scene.

|117| Flow

Flow is a mental state people experience when they engage in an activity that provides a
persistent, nonoverwhelming challenge and the person is able to use their strengths or skills
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). When a person is in flow, they are fully engaged in the activity at work,
in sport, in conversation, etc. Many have described that when we are engaged in this way we are,
by definition, using our strengths, including character strengths (Seligman, 2002, 2011). When
we use our bodily-kinesthetic strength/talent in playing basketball we might find ourselves in the
zone of flow, making multiple shots in a row, or when we are using our talent for interpersonal
relating, we become (positively) lost in an engaging conversation. Character strengths, in
retrospect, can easily be spotted in these examples and undoubtedly play an important role in
enjoying and maintaining the flow experience. As character strengths are identified when a
person is in flow, such as using creativity doing an engaging work project or the process of
painting, this can be termed “character strengths flow.” In addition to flow states facilitating
character strengths use, the reverse can occur as well.

We can create opportunities and situations to enable flow, such as job crafting so we can
engage in meaningful work or activities we are interested in (e.g., tennis, cooking, painting) so
that we are likely to find flow. Thus, we can use our character strengths to arrange such
situations. For example, a person might use their leadership strength to organize a group tennis
outing where the likelihood of flow will be high; use love of learning to take a painting class; or
curiosity as the person searches and reads engaging food recipes online. The deliberate use of
character strengths, especially signature strengths, to catalyze flow or at least create potential
opportunities for flow is another angle of “character strengths flow.”

Hypnosis Trances
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Hypnosis trances are states of absorption, attention, and concentration. There are volumes of
research studies and texts outlining the efficacy of hypnosis as a valuable intervention for
various clinical, medical, and everyday problems. While hypnosis enjoys a strong scientific base
and is well-accepted as a psychological and medical intervention (e.g., American Medical
Association), it engenders a number of misconceptions, fears, and confusion in the general
public. An important truism to understand hypnosis is that all hypnosis is self-hypnosis. It is not a
loss of control or loss of will, rather it is the using of a deep state of concentration and healing
within oneself (Hammond, 1988, 1990). There are countless examples of what’s referred to as
the “everyday trance” in which a person is driving in their car, and operating their vehicle fine,
and suddenly realizes they have missed their exit. The capacity of people to enter into trance
states is utilized in a purposeful way during an experience of self-hypnosis or in the context of a
helping professional using hypnosis, in order to alleviate a problem or enhance an internal quality
such as self-efficacy. Hypnosis, as an approach, is most similar to mindfulness (especially
“guided mindfulness meditations”), as they share a common practical foundation, methodology,
therapeutic orientation, structure, and suggestive nature (Yapko, 2011). Therefore, many of the
points raised earlier about the integration of mindfulness and character strengths apply to
hypnosis, albeit with some tweaking.

Character strengths can be used to elicit a deep mental state, such as a hypnosis state. A client
may initially use self-regulation to focus their attention, creativity to engage with visual imagery,
perseverance to stay connected with their breathing while looking inward, and perspective to see
the bigger picture (i.e., the insights) that the hypnosis experience is offering, such as new
wisdom from their “inner advisor.” On the other hand, hypnosis states might generate character
strengths. Experiencing a calm, deep state – especially for any extended |118| period – can
conceivably lead to the awareness or boosting of any of the 24 character strengths. I witnessed
this in my previous practice leading hundreds of clients in hypnosis experiences. Examples
include the man who garnered improved critical thinking/judgment as he looked at the conflict
with his father from different angles; the woman with severe irritable bowel syndrome who
achieved complete relief from her symptoms and who elevated her self-regulation and prudence;
and the many men and women who used hypnosis as a way to create greater bravery by facing
their problem directly and in a safe way.

An Integration of Everything?

Participants in my mindfulnes courses will often say that they enjoyed being mindful because
they relished really “tasting” one piece of chocolate or they became fully absorbed in the
calmness they felt when they paid attention to their breathing. The example with tasting
chocolate is more complex than it seems. Such individuals are using mindfulness initially to
attend to the experience, then they turn to savoring to prolong the positive sensations involving
taste. Simultaneously, some might be spontaneously entering a trance state where they are free
from distraction and are suggestible, absorbed, and highly concentrated. Meanwhile, participants
are using self-regulation with their attention, curious about the food object, grateful to have the
experience they are having, persevering with the task at hand, and perhaps using other
character strengths. If the task were particularly challenging and they were using their skills to
engage, then we could add flow too!

Chapter Summary

Overuse and underuse of character strengths are phenomena that reflect an imbalance of our character strengths use
in that we either come across too strong or too soft (or not at all) with our strengths in a particular situation. When we
find the strengths zone between overuse and underuse, and are expressing the right combination of character
strengths to the right degree for the right situation, then we have found the golden mean.
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Synergies and collisions of character strengths occur when two or more character strengths combine to be greater
than the sum of the strengths or far less than the sum of their parts, respectfully. Character strengths synergies and
character strengths collisions occur on the intrapersonal and interpersonal levels.
Hot buttons are sensitive areas in which another person’s overuse or underuse of strengths triggers frustration or
discomfort within us.
Morality and character strengths are deeply linked. Character strengths offer many ways to be good and to do good in
the world.
Mindfulness, savoring, flow, and hypnosis trances can be integrated with character strengths. Each can be used to
facilitate the expression of character strengths and each can be enhanced or brought about through the use of
character strengths.
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|119| Chapter 6
Character Strength Spotlights
24 Practitioner-Friendly Handouts

Introduction
The breadth and depth of each of the 24 character strengths is substantial. For this reason, I
have created “spotlights” on each of the character strengths to help practitioners practically
access, keep track of, and assimilate character strengths into their work with clients, students,
and employees, or into their personal lives. Each character strength receives the full spotlight of
attention for a single page – a page that is loaded with research and practice. Following the
virtue category for each character strength, each page offers core features, a circumplex
snapshot (how the strength fares on dimensions of heart/mind and intra/interpersonal), the Top 5
character strength correlations, questions for building the strength, research highlights, research-
based interventions, and the overuse/underuse language for the strength. I explain more about
each here.

To complement material presented in this chapter, a zip archive containing printable PDF files
of the 24 Spotlight handouts is available for download onto your computer here.

The content may be used by purchasers of this book for personal/professional use but not for
any commercial use.

Core Features

Definition

These are the definitions offered by Peterson and Seligman (2004) and continue to be
championed by the VIA Institute on Character (https://www.viacharacter.org).

Essence

This is viewed as the core of the character strength. For some spotlights, a second “catchy”
phrase that captures the strength is added. These were derived from studying the research in
character science, examining the items on the VIA Survey, and discussions and feedback from
experts in the field.

Dimensions

Here synonyms are offered from the VIA classification and the original conception of Peterson
and Seligman (2004). They reflect concepts that are similar and related to the particular
strength. In other words, kindness is multidimensional: kindness is being nice and caring, and it is
also having compassion, altruism, and/or generosity. Not all of the character strengths have
noteworthy dimensions offered in this way. As discussed in Chapter 1, each of the character
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strengths are “dimensional” in that they are expressed in degrees, are capacities for thinking,
|120| feeling, and behaving, are expressed outwardly and inwardly, and so forth. Some studies

have specifically examined a dimension for a particular character strength and found support for
it, for example, modesty has indeed been found to be a subdomain of humility (Davis et al.,
2016).

Circumplex

This is also referred to as the two-factor graph or the balance graph. This graph, uniquely created
for each character strength, was created from a revised data analysis by Robert McGrath in 2014,
and is originally based on the two-factor model of Peterson (2006a). It depicts a clustering of
character strengths mapped across two continua: strengths that are heart-oriented (e.g., feeling,
body, emotion, intuition) or head-oriented (e.g., thinking, logic, analysis, reasoning), and
strengths that are interpersonal-oriented (expressed with others) or intrapersonal-oriented
(expressed when alone). See Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2 for the full mapping of the 24 character
strengths and for a practical exercise to work with the graph.

Correlations

The Top 5 character strength correlations are offered for each character strength. These come
from a massive data set of 458,854 subjects from the VIA Institute data pool from the VIA Survey
for adults, which was analyzed by Robert McGrath in May, 2013. The strengths are ordered from
highest correlation down to fifth-highest correlation (McGrath, 2013). There were no perfect ties
beyond the level of hundredth when decimal points were considered.

Questions for Strengths Building

This section offers a handful of questions to help a practitioner explore the character strength
with a client or to assist a client in self-exploration. They are meant to catalyze self-awareness,
insight, and behavior change.

Research Highlights

These general highlights are a sampling of three to five important or interesting findings relating
to the specific character strength. Space limitations prevent more than this. The avid researcher
can check out many sources in addition to this book for more details on the research highlights
and other studies (go to the research tab on the VIA Institute site at
https://www.viacharacter.org; also see Niemiec, 2013, 2014a; Niemiec & Wedding, 2014;
Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

Interventions

While there is not an abundance of randomized trials on each of the 24 character strengths,
there are good or reasonable interventions for each strength. Research is used as a guide and
base for each strength in an effort to best inform practice. Therefore, the two or three specific
interventions described are among the best we know for boosting the specific character strength.
Where an intervention study does not exist for a particular strength, the most important findings
from exisiting correlational research are presented. In every case, the citation is given so that
readers can turn to the original work for more information. The practitioner needs to use their
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own judgment to discern usability and adaptability for their unique client and the unique context
at hand.

|121| Continuum of Overuse and Underuse

This is a reworking by Niemiec (2014a) with support from the VIA Institute. I credit Chris Peterson
(2006b) for making the initial argument that each of the 24 strengths might be expanded, for
theorizing about mental illnesses, as well as proposing strength opposites, excesses, and
absences. In testing the latter approach around the world with leading practitioners and
educators, this approach fell flat, repeatedly, from a practice perspective. The transition to a
continuum of overuse and underuse, which aligns with Aristotle’s (4th BCE/2000) conception of
virtues having two points of imbalance and a golden mean, has proven to have a strong and
improved fit for practitioners around the globe. Recent research has supported this model and
even found it to be useful in understanding a population with psychopathology (Freidlin et al.,
2017).

Strengths-Based Practitioner Tip

Learn a lot about the 24 character strengths in 24 pages! There is an 800-page book (Peterson & Seligman, 2004),
a 400-page book (Niemiec & Wedding, 2014), and a 350-page book (Niemiec, 2014a) on character strengths. While
these pages don’t replace those works, they offer you a quick spotlight on what is particularly helpful for you to
know.
Spend time examining the “spotlights” for your Top 5 strengths and familiarize yourself with these five as lenses
describing who you are. Answer the questions. Try out the interventions.
As you review the sections of a given “spotlight,” which section strikes you most? Which would you like to spend
more time with in building your knowledge?
If a client is interested in building up a particular strength, turn to the “spotlight” on that strength as a catalyst for
your conversation.
If a client is struggling to understand a particular strength, use the questions for strengths building, interventions,
and other sections to give you several different ways to help them deepen their knowledge and practice around the
strength.
Don’t know much about humility or prudence? Use these sheets as an easy reference guide to bring you up to
speed.
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|146| Chapter 7
How to Apply Character Strengths
Interventions

Introduction
Chapters 7 and 8 continue the practical emphasis of this book and perhaps represent the
culmination of this practicality. Chapter 8 includes 70 evidence-based interventions explicitly on
character strengths. Each intervention is accompanied by an overview, purpose, step-by-step
approach, research description, and in some cases troubleshooting, tips, and an example are
provided. The interventions have been numbered with thumb tabs for ease of use.

A practitioner might view these interventions as “intentional activities” with character
strengths on behavioral, interpersonal, emotional, and/or cognitive levels. The activities are
written as handouts for practitioners to use personally with themselves or to copy for a client,
student, employee, or workshop participant to boost their well-being. The user-friendly nature of
these handouts makes them ideal for practitioners to assign to clients and students as homework
between meetings.

Well-being is the overarching outcome of these interventions. For organizational purposes, the
character strengths interventions (CSIs) are placed in one of eight categories, each an outcome
(or an “end” in its own right) and a pathway to greater well-being (e.g., some clients want more
meaning in life and at the same time, meaning in life is a pathway to greater well-being). These
categories offer an initial focal point for practitioners even though most can be linked with
several outcomes/pathways. Strengths-based practitioners are interested in boosting the
following in their clients:

1. Character strengths awareness
2. Character strengths use
3. Meaning and engagement
4. Specific character strengths (e.g., gratitude, love, spirituality)
5. Positive relationships
6. Resilience (problem management)
7. Goal-setting/achievement
8. Mindfulness

The science of positive psychology and character strengths has not reached a point where
nuanced statements can be made about these kinds of interventions (e.g., being able to say that
one particular exercise will definitively and positively impact cognitive but not affective
happiness). As research on interventions becomes more fine-grained, we will know more about
differentiating the various positive outcomes that can emerge from different CSIs. For example, is
a given CSI more adept at boosting the three dimensions of meaning: purpose, coherence, or
significance (Martela & Steger, 2016)? Which exercises boost specific elements of physical health
(e.g., improved sleep)? If a character strength exercise boosts one area of PERMA, and knowing
that the PERMA elements are interrelated (Seligman, 2011), are all areas positively
|147| implicated? Do outcomes of character strengths use, such as improved self-efficacy and
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enhanced self-esteem, get a boost regardless of the CSI? At this point in time, the categorizations
for the exercises should be considered general, not fine-grained.

Following these eight categories/sections, there is a final section that offers short descriptions
of several additional character strengths activities that practitioners, clients, workshop leaders,
educators, and employers might consider using. Less detail is provided on these for a number of
reasons: they might not have leant themselves to the structure used in Chapter 8, might not
have had good face validity, or may have had minimal research support. Some are quite strong
conceptually, and all of them have been found to be beneficial at least anecdotally.

Optimal Conditions for Successful CSIs
These interventions, despite having a research base, are all starting points! They should not be
applied blindly in a vacuum. Without individualization and contextualization, interventions cannot
reach their maximum benefit. This means that each intervention can be further advanced by
considering the uniqueness of the individual and the situation they are in.

As the study of positive interventions has received increasing attention (e.g., Parks & Schueller,
2014), researchers in positive interventions have begun to examine the “how” of interventions;
in other words, what makes them work to boost well-being? Lyubomirsky (2008) originally
suggested five important factors, which I have formulated into five questions that can serve as a
quick guide to help you or your client select or continue with a particular intervention. I frame
these as yes/no responses but they could also be rated with more nuance, such as using a 1–10
scale.

1. Natural: Do you find that this activity comes naturally to you as you engage in it?
2. Enjoyment: Do you find this activity to be enjoyable and interesting, like a fun challenge?
3. Value: Do you value this activity for its own sake and not because of some outcome it

brings?
4. Guilty: Do you engage in this activity because you’d otherwise feel anxious, guilty, or

ashamed if you didn’t do it? (reverse-rated)
5. Situation: Do you engage in this activity because you feel forced to do it or want to please

someone else? (reverse-rated)

In examining factors within individuals in a longitudinal study, researchers found that both
motivation and effort (i.e., the will and the way) were critical (Lyubomirsky, Dickerhoof, Boehm, &
Sheldon, 2011). Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013) took this a step further and developed a model
that outlines important aspects of positive interventions – what matters are the features of the
activities themselves (dosage, variety, sequence), features of the individual/client (motivation,
effort, efficacy beliefs, social support, personality), and the fit between the person and activity.
Proyer, Wellenzohn and colleagues (2014) applied this research to the myriad of positive
psychology exercises they were studying in participants over several years. They outline four key
elements that are good predictors of greater happiness and less depression in the (very) long-run
of 3.5 years. These include continued voluntary practice, effort to keep working on the
intervention, preference in regard to liking and perceiving benefit from the intervention, and
early reactivity in regard to whether people experience immediate positive emotions from the
activity. In addition, they found that combining these four elements was the most successful
approach in the long-run for participants.

Another lens for looking at CSIs is through one, albeit loaded, question: Is the intervention
wise? Wise psychological interventions as articulated by scientist Gregory Walton from Stanford
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University are a new class of interventions that are ordinary, brief, and more precise in that
|148| they rest on good psychological theory (Walton, 2014). Walton explains that wise

interventions are very much like everyday experiences, and that the most important question is
“What is the psychological process at hand?” He advises that in order to create a wise
intervention, an aspect of the individual’s “psychology” that is contributing to a problem and/or
preventing flourishing is identified and then targeted as a point of correction. The focus is often
aimed at altering the individual’s self-reinforcing processes and aligning these with the context
(wise interventions are context-dependent, not silver bullets). Although this class of interventions
is geared toward social problems, offering a small lever to impact change in a complex system,
the impetus of the concept of wise interventions offers an important dimension for practitioners
to consider. Some of the interventions in Chapter 8 come directly from Walton and his research
pointing to studies deploying these kinds of wise interventions.

In addition to factors that increase the likelihood of success with a CSI, practitioners should be
mindful of cautions. It is generally suggested to not apply interventions without knowledge and
clarity of the purpose of the intervention and what it is precisely targeting, as well as taking into
account other areas of well-being that might change for better or for worse (Blackie et al., 2014).
Safety of the intervention for the client is one of the most important considerations practitioners
should evaluate for each client (Rashid, 2009).

Putting It All Together: Tailoring CSIs
Considering the findings in the previous section, how might practitioners create optimal CSIs
using the activities in Chapter 8? I offer several important tips for optimal application of a given
intervention with a client.

Try it yourself first. Nothing can replace the adage of making improvements and positive
change with oneself prior to using it with clients. Despite how a given intervention appears,
it is always a different experience to play the intervention out for oneself. New insights,
details, surprises, and strategies will often emerge.
Action, before judging. Sometimes practitioners and clients have a negative reaction to the
description or steps of an exercise. Specific aspects of the exercise might be judged, such as
“I don’t like journaling” or “That will be too uncomfortable” or “I don’t see the point of doing
that.” The concept here is to challenge yourself to action – try it out. In some of these
instances, you will surprise yourself.
Safety first. Any practitioner should be qualified to deliver the intervention and handle the
variety of possible results that might emerge when offering it to a specific individual or
group. Practitioners should also do any troubleshooting to ensure the intervention and its
delivery will be safe for the client.
Find the will and the way. The deploying of good motivation (the will) and effort (the way)
cannot be understated for intervention success. Motivation involves the client feeling
confident they can do the activity and that the activity is important for them. Part of the
latter involves the client understanding why they are being asked to do the intervention,
while an important part of confidence involves the client understanding the steps – if the
practitioner asks the client to “teach back” the intervention to the practitioner, can the
client do it? If so, this builds confidence. As motivation, interest, and seeing value in the
activity build as a synergy, the client’s effort will follow.
Make the activity wise. Adjust the activity to the individual and their situation. Practitioners
might ask themselves the following questions:
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Is there a simple adjustment I might make to tailor this to my client’s preferences or
values? I’ve written about how CSIs tend to fall across one of seven general modalities,
|149| using the acronym ROAD-MAP (Niemiec, 2014a). These include: reflect on past

use of strengths, observe others’ strengths, appreciate others’ strengths, discuss
strengths with others, monitor one’s own strengths, ask others about one’s strengths,
and plan strengths goals. Many of the interventions in Chapter 8 might be shifted to
another modality of these seven to best fit a client. For example, a “writing exercise”
could become a discussion exercise or a reflecting/meditative exercise might shift to an
inquiry to ask others for feedback on the particular topic.
How might I tailor this activity to my client’s unique goals and their signature
strengths?
What is the situation/context my client might best benefit from applying this exercise?
Is the timing right for using this intervention with this individual in their situation right
now? (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006; Waterman, 2012).
Does the sequence of steps or character strengths integration play an important role?
For example, one client of mine received feedback that she was being distracting and
unproductive at team meetings. When she used her signature strengths of zest or
humor at meetings, this further contributed to her problem as team members thought
she was hijacking the meeting with jokes or her various high-energy stories. I
suggested she might consider the sequence by which she expresses her character
strengths. I wondered whether another strength might appropriately precede her
signature strength expression. She decided to start with her judgment/critical thinking
strength. This meant that she took a thinking-oriented approach of gathering details,
collecting information, and listening to new directions teammates were sharing. She
then offered this summary using her rational-minded, judgment/critical thinking
strength. After that, she turned to her zest and humor. This sequence led to her team
being more receptive to her style and to better appreciating her contribution as well as
her zest and humor strengths.

Research Evidence: Strengths and Limitations
The interventions in Chapter 8 come from the research literature. Research was my guide for the
activities selected and their placement in categories. I attempted to keep the intervention as
exact as the researcher(s) originally reported it. Some activities were reviewed in positive
intervention meta-analyses or other comprehensive analyses/reviews (e.g., Boiler et al., 2013;
Hone, Jarden, & Schofield, 2014; Quinlan et al., 2011; Quoidbach, Mikolajczak, & Gross, 2015; Sin
& Lyubomirsky, 2009). In some cases, I made the intervention more practical, attempted to
improve it, or added in character strengths elements. In rare instances (e.g., character strengths
hot buttons), there was no research literature and the intervention was drawn from expert
opinion.

I could not include only randomized, controlled trials as my criteria for inclusion as that would
have shortened this section considerably and would have excluded strong and promising
interventions. I believe this would have been a disservice to practitioners looking for ideas of
likely impact and it would have been a disservice to researchers who are looking for promising
activities with an underlying rationale to test. Below are the categories I used as a basis for
collating information about the research on interventions.

1. Intervention from controlled intervention study.
Example: CSI 20: Strengths Alignment.
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2. Variation of a successful intervention from a controlled study on strengths.
Example: CSI 16: Holistic Strengths Use.

3. Intervention from a controlled study, but with character strengths as an integrated element.
Example: CSI 64: Best Possible Self.

4. |150| Intervention discussed in peer-reviewed or scholarly papers/chapters.
Example: CSI 43: Turn Your Strengths Other-Oriented.

5. Intervention extrapolated from a correlational study.
Example: CSI 41: Character Strengths Appreciation.

6. Intervention extrapolated from a theoretical concept.
Example: CSI 59: Managing Your Strength Hot Buttons.

7. Intervention within an overall program that has research support.
Example: CSI 70: Strengths Gatha.

Table 7.1 is offered as a guide to understanding the evidence. Readers might mark this page with
a tab of some kind for ease of returning to it while reviewing the various character strengths
interventions. The numbers used come from the preceding list of one to seven. The numbers are
not meant to represent a rank-order of research strength. Each intervention should be reviewed,
practiced, studied, and evaluated independently for its own merit and its own application
potential. In some cases, more than one number is provided when multiple categories can be
argued for goodness-of-fit.

Table 7.1.  CSIs and Corresponding Research Background

CSI Research Evidence Guide

CSI 1: Getting Started: Introducing and Exploring Character Strengths 6

CSI 2: Take the VIA 1, 4

CSI 3: Affirm/Value Your Strengths 3

CSI 4: Boost Your Motivation 3

CSI 5: Subtract a Signature Strength 3

CSI 6: Character Strengths Genogram 6

CSI 7: Character Strengths 360° 2, 7

CSI 8: Self-Monitor for Your Strengths 3

CSI 9: Stories and Character Strengths (Develop Strengths-Spotting) 1, 3

CSI 10: Mentors/Role Models 4, 6

CSI 11: Use a Signature Strength in a New Way 1

CSI 12: Acting “As If” (Acting From Strength) 3

CSI 13: Turn a Strength Inward 2

CSI 14: Create a Strengths Habit 4

CSI 15: Signature Strengths Across Domains 2

CSI 16: Holistic Strengths Use 2

CSI 17: Pathways to Virtue Use 2, 6

CSI 18: Head, Heart, and Hands: Living a Virtuous Life 5, 6

CSI 19: Boost a Lower Strength 1

CSI 20: Strengths Alignment 1

CSI 21: The Deathbed Test 4

CSI 22: Life Summary 1
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CSI 23: What Matters Most? 3

CSI 24: Cultivate Inner Self-Worth 4

|151| CSI 25: Defining Moments Exercise 4, 7

CSI 26: Positive Action Through Movies 1, 4

CSI 27: Boosting Curiosity Through Novelty 1

CSI 28: Imagined Conversation 1

CSI 29: Activate Your Zest! 1

CSI 30: Loving-Kindness Meditation 1

CSI 31: Gift of Time 1

CSI 32: Pay it Forward 1

CSI 33: Prosocial Spending 1

CSI 34: Enhance Teamwork Through Role Matching 5, 6

CSI 35: Boosting Humility 1, 2

CSI 36: Engaging With Beauty 1

CSI 37: Three Good Things 1

CSI 38: Gratitude Letter/Visit 1

CSI 39: Three Funny Things 1

CSI 40: Cultivating Sacred Moments 1

CSI 41: Character Strengths Appreciation 4, 5

CSI 42: Love Letter 1

CSI 43: Turn Your Strengths Other-Oriented 4

CSI 44: Mindful Listening and Speaking 4, 7

CSI 45: Healthy, Fair Fighting 5

CSI 46: Subtract Then Add 2, 3

CSI 47: Perspective-Taking 1, 3

CSI 48: Compliment Review 1, 3

CSI 49: Positive Reminiscence With Strengths 1, 3

CSI 50: Counting the Good in Your Relationship 2

CSI 51: Believing Change Is Possible 1

CSI 52: Resource Priming 2

CSI 53: Benefit-Finding With Strengths 1

CSI 54: Open Your Character Strength Doors 1

CSI 55: Positive Reappraisal With Strengths 1, 3

CSI 56: Helping or Harming? 6

CSI 57: Overcome Stress With Humor 1

CSI 58: Managing Character Strengths Overuse 6, 7

CSI 59: Managing Your Strength Hot Buttons 6

CSI 60: Goal-Setting With Character Strengths 3

CSI 61: Hope for Your Goals 3

CSI 62: Mental Contrasting 1

|152| CSI 63: Implementation Intentions 1
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•

CSI 64: Best Possible Self 3

CSI 65: The Mindful Pause 4, 7

CSI 66: Strong Mindfulness 4, 7

CSI 67: Fresh Look Meditation 5, 7

CSI 68: From Mindless to Mindful 7

CSI 69: Meditation Targeting a Character Strength 1, 7

CSI 70: Strengths Gatha 7

A Word About Programs
There are several successful programs that offer a number of character strength exercises or
that target one specific character strength with several activities. Such programs are too lengthy
to fit in the framework of Chapter 8. However, central exercises have been extracted or
condensed from a program when there is good reason. For example, an activity in positive
psychotherapy called “gift of time” has proven to be beneficial in the research in its own right,
and the fresh look meditation from mindfulness-based strengths practice has a research base in
the positive reappraisal literature. In addition, there are positive psychology workbooks found to
be efficacious in the literature, such as for humility (see Lavelock, Worthington, & Davis, 2014a).
Rather than replay the numerous activities from this 84-page workbook, I summarize those that
seem most essential to theory, research, and good practice and integrate them for that humility
activity. In terms of comprehensive programs targeting single character strengths, there are
several additional examples, including appreciation of beauty (Martinez-Marti, Avia, &
Hernandez-Lloreda, 2014), humor (McGhee, 2010), kindness (Neff & Germer, 2013), and
forgiveness (Griffin et al., 2015), to name a few.

Tailored Intervention Packages
At the risk of being too prescriptive, I offer the following packages for practitioners and clients to
consider. These packages are likened to the many intervention programs just mentioned that
offer a collection of activities designed to boost one character strength or designed to boost well-
being or another positive outcome. Research has shown that packaging groups of interventions
together and finding optimal pairings between positive interventions can be beneficial for people
(Schueller, 2010, 2011; Schueller & Parks, 2012).

The following 15 packages using the intervention pages throughout Chapter 8 are offered for
practitioners to use in a variety of ways, such as with individual clients, group experiences,
workshop settings, as classroom material, and as parts of seminars or lunch-and-learns in
workplace environments, to name a few examples. These are not “validated packages,” rather
they are examples of tailored intervention combinations to offer you a jump-start in matching
interventions with clients, context, and the problem/goal being addressed.

|153| Introducing VIA and moving forward. For clients new to character strengths work.
CSI 1: Getting Started: Introducing and Exploring Character Strengths
CSI 2: Take the VIA
CSI 3: Affirm/Value Your Strengths
CSI 15: Signature Strengths Across Domains
CSI 11: Use a Signature Strength in a New Way
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•

•

•

•

VIA’s program “creating a strengths-based mindset.” An abridged version is made up of the
package that follows. After clients take the VIA Survey, engage them in the following:
CSI 1: Getting Started: Introducing and Exploring Character Strengths
CSI 9: Stories and Character Strengths (Develop Strengths-Spotting)
CSI 11: Use a Signature Strength in a New Way
CSI 19: Boost a Lower Strength
CSI 53: Benefit-Finding With Strengths
Boost happiness. Five character strengths are more highly correlated with happiness,
consistently across studies than the other strengths; and some evidence shows you can
target these strengths to boost happiness. Try it yourself or offer the package to a client
over a couple or few weeks for a supercharge to well-being.
CSI 29: Activate Your Zest!
CSI 38: Gratitude Letter/Visit
CSI 30: Loving-Kindness Meditation
CSI 27: Boosting Curiosity Through Novelty
CSI 64: Best Possible Self (for hope)
Aware-explore-apply. There are many ways to put the character strengths model into
action, here is one example.
CSI 8: Self-Monitor for Your Strengths
CSI 16: Holistic Strengths Use
CSI 60: Goal-Setting With Character Strengths
General strengths use – your ROAD-MAP. As discussed earlier in the chapter, this acronym
offers seven general ways of developing character strengths that could be applied to any
strength. The following interventions offer examples of matches for each part of the
acronym, although an individual might not necessarily deploy them in the order below.

Reflect
– CSI 9: Stories and Character Strengths or CSI 25: Defining Moments Exercise
Observe
– CSI 66: Strong Mindfulness or CSI 26: Positive Action Through Movies
Appreciate
– CSI 41: Character Strengths Appreciation
Discuss
– CSI 44: Mindful Listening and Speaking
Monitor
– CSI 8: Self-Monitor for Your Strengths
Ask
– CSI 7: Character Strengths 360°
Plan
– CSI 60: Goal-Setting With Character Strengths

•
Widen your character strengths savvy. Go to the Specific Character Strengths section and
practice at least five of the 11 character strengths directly addressed (some character strengths
have more than one activity designed to enhance them). Here’s an example you might do across
5 days or spread out over 5 weeks.
CSI 36: Engaging With Beauty
CSI 35: Boosting Humility
CSI 28: Imagined Conversation (for perspective)
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|154| CSI 39: Three Funny Things
CSI 40: Cultivating Sacred Moments
•
Lead a workshop for people learning about character strengths. These are some exercises that
do particularly well in group settings, led by a seasoned practitioner/presenter.
CSI 9: Stories and Character Strengths (practicing strengths-spotting in dyads)
CSI 5: Subtract a Signature Strength (for the whole group)
CSI 44: Mindful Listening and Speaking (in dyads)
CSI 23: What Matters Most? (in small groups)
CSI 59: Managing Your Strength Hot Buttons (in small groups)
•
Lost in languishing. To be lost in subpar mental and social functioning – simply going through the
motions in life, day after day – is commonplace. But, you and your clients can shift out of
languishing.
CSI 2: Take the VIA
CSI 3: Affirm/Value Your Strengths
CSI 24: Cultivate Inner Self-Worth
CSI 51: Believing Change Is Possible
CSI 12: Acting “As If” (Acting From Strength)
CSI 54: Open Your Character Strength Doors
•
Deeper dive. For general work with a counseling client or coachee who is fairly advanced in their
understanding of VIA character strengths.
CSI 7: Character Strengths 360°
CSI 25: Defining Moments Exercise
CSI 58: Managing Character Strengths Overuse
CSI 67: Fresh Look Meditation
•
Work engagement. Working as a manager trying to support an employee to engage more in their
work? Try this package.
CSI 2: Take the VIA
CSI 11: Use a Signature Strength in a New Way
CSI 20: Strengths Alignment
CSI 62: Mental Contrasting
•
School engagement. Teaching or helping a group of students that will be learning together for
several months? Try this package.
CSI 2: Take the VIA
CSI 9: Stories and Character Strengths
CSI 10: Mentors/Role Models
CSI 27: Boosting Curiosity Through Novelty
CSI 39: Three Funny Things
CSI 51: Believing Change Is Possible
CSI 52: Resource Priming
•
Relationship growth. Take healthy action in a close relationship.
CSI 41: Character Strengths Appreciation
CSI 49: Positive Reminiscence With Strengths
CSI 50: Counting the Good in Your Relationship
CSI 45: Healthy, Fair Fighting
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1.

2.
3.

CSI 43: Turn Your Strengths Other-Oriented
CSI 44: Mindful Listening and Speaking
•
|155| Improve health. Take action to improve your physical health with strengths-based lifestyle

adjustment.
CSI 29: Activate Your Zest!
CSI 14: Create a Strengths Habit
CSI 68: From Mindless to Mindful
CSI 62: Mental Contrasting
CSI 63: Implementation Intentions
•
Stressed out?
CSI 52: Resource Priming
CSI 59: Managing Your Strength Hot Buttons
CSI 57: Overcoming Stress With Humor
CSI 65: The Mindful Pause
CSI 70: Strengths Gatha
CSI 63: Implementation Intentions
•
Turn self-development into flourishing. Wanting to grow in self-development, on your own,
without support from a helping professional?

Try systematically going through each of the “character strengths awareness” exercises
(e.g., one per week).
Then, move on to the “character strengths use” exercises (e.g., one per week).
Finally, review the topics and see what either intrigues you most or where your greatest
need might be (e.g., if you are wanting to overcome a problem, turn to the resilience
section, or if you are wanting to build a stronger relationship, turn to the positive
relationships section).
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|156| Chapter 8
Research-Based Interventions for Character
Strengths

To complement material presented in this chapter, a zip archive containing printable PDF files
of the 70 CSI handouts is available for download onto your computer here.

The content may be used by purchasers of this book for personal/professional use but not for
any commercial use.

Character Strengths Awareness

Introduction
This section focuses on interventions that lay the foundation of awareness of character strengths.
Insight and change follow awareness; hence practitioners should give extra attention to this
section. These activities are diverse in their approach and clients find them especially engaging
and relevant for their life.

Content

CSI 1: Getting Started: Introducing and Exploring Character Strengths

CSI 2: Take the VIA

CSI 3: Affirm/Value Your Strengths

CSI 4: Boost Your Motivation

CSI 5: Subtract a Signature Strength

CSI 6: Character Strengths Genogram

CSI 7: Character Strengths 360°

CSI 8: Self-Monitor Your Strengths

CSI 9: Stories and Character Strengths (Develop Strengths-Spotting)

CSI 10: Mentors/Role Models

|157| CSI 1: Getting Started: Introducing and Exploring Character Strengths

Overview

Each strengths-based practitioner will use a unique approach in terms of how and when they
introduce character strengths to their clients, employees, or students. Therefore, rather than
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offer a script, you’ll find a potential structure for introducing character strengths and exploring
them.

Purpose

Be prepared for strengths work!; get started in helping someone with character strengths; use a
framework to introduce character strengths; understand important questions for opening a
conversation and delving deeper into strengths work.

Steps

Introducing character strengths:

1. Start by answering “why strengths?”: In general, why do strengths or character strengths
matter? What’s the point of strengths?

This might involve explaining the negativity bias, the brain’s wiring for seeing
flaws/problems/dangers (e.g., fight or flight system), the research around how bad is
stronger than good, research around the high percentages of strengths blindness, high
disengagement levels at work, and low flourishing levels in the population, as well as
research connecting character strengths with numerous kinds of positive outcomes and
research showing that it can be better to target what’s best over remediating a deficit.

2. Narrow the question to the client: Why might character strengths matter for this particular
client?

This involves linking strengths to the client’s reason for meeting with you and if known,
linking character strengths with the client’s goals (e.g., character strengths are unique
pathways to reaching any goal) and their personal values.

3. Delve into the “what?”: What are strengths of character?
This might involve comments around the definition of character strengths, the new
science of character, signature strengths, examples of strengths in the VIA
classification, how character strengths are different from other types of strengths.
If not already completed, encouragement can be made for clients to take the VIA
Survey as an initial test of strengths and as a frame for early conversations,
exploration, and interventions. Note that many practitioners have clients/students take
the VIA Survey prior to the first session/meeting.

4. Explain the “how?”: How will you be taking a strengths-based approach? How will you help
the client work with character strengths? Give an overview of 1–2 activities.

This might involve an explanation of strengths-spotting (including examples of the
client’s use of character strengths in the session), signature strengths use, the
targeting of specific character strengths, the application of character strengths for
boosting well-being and relationships and for managing problems/challenges.

Opening questions:

To start, I’d be curious to hear what your emotional reaction was to your character strengths
profile? When you originally looked at your rank-order results from the VIA Survey, can you
pinpoint your feeling(s) back then and explain why you might have felt that way?
Look closely through your profile again. What are you mindful of now within yourself as you
read the rank-order, the strength names, and their descriptions? What strikes you?

|158| Digging into your top strengths:
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For each of your Top 10 character strengths, ask yourself this: Is this character strength
central to who I am as a human being? Is the character strength energizing for me and
natural/easy to use?
For each of the 10 strengths you say a strong YES to (this will probably be four to seven
strengths, with seven being the suggested limit), reflect upon and answer the following
three questions:

1. How does this character strength describe the real me? In what ways is it a true
description of me?

2. How is this strength of value to me? Why is it important for me?
3. What are the costs of this strength for me? In what way(s) does it not serve me well?

Supporting follow-through:

The latter questions may be offered in session or given as a homework activity between sessions,
therefore, practitioners might try to maximize adherence to this activity by asking the client what
their preferred “mechanism” of reflection/learning is. Typical approaches are: journal
(handwritten or typing) responses; formal discussions with a loved one (family member or
friend); sitting in meditation or quiet reflection with the questions; querying others for input on
the questions.

Research

This activity is provided here, less as a science-based intervention, but more as a way for any
practitioner to get started and dig into the work. Certainly, books and articles in the science of
coaching, the art of psychotherapy, mindful listening/mindful speaking, and many more could be
cited here.

|159| CSI 2: Take the VIA

Overview

Understanding one’s best qualities, or character strengths, is at the heart of positive psychology,
and has become a starting point for practitioners and clients alike to better know themselves and
one another. Prior to 2004, there was not a common language to converse about these topics.
The VIA Institute on Character has brought this scientifically generated, cross-cultural language
to the world and has developed multiple surveys with multiple translations to assess these
positive attributes in human beings.

Purpose

Assess character strengths; become aware of one’s strongest qualities; become familiar with the
language of character strengths.

Steps

1. Go to the VIA Institute website (https://www.viacharacter.org), the world headquarters for
all-things-character-strengths, select the test desired, and answer the questions assessing
your 24 character strengths. Note: The VIA Youth Survey is for youth ages 10 to 17. Youth
aged 13 and under will need parental consent in order to take the test.
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2. After completing the test, print up the results, which offer a rank-order of your character
strengths from 1 to 24, with definitions. Take notice of what strikes you most in the results.
Be especially aware of insights that emerge and any immediate inclinations toward positive
action.

3. Optional. Consider obtaining an individualized, interpretive report on your VIA Survey
results. Versions are available for consumers, professionals, team consultants, and youth.

Troubleshooting

While the majority of the world is online, there are some cultures and parts of the world with
limited or no online access. In addition, many people do not have access to a
computer/laptop/device to take the VIA Survey (for example, many who are in prisons,
psychiatric hospitals, etc.). And, some people are resistant to taking any test about themselves
or are resistant to using electronic devices. In all of these situations, the individual deserves to
learn and work with their character strengths. Paper copies of the VIA Survey can be given out to
researchers for specific studies. Nonresearchers might start by having the client review the VIA
classification list with definitions and inviting them to circle the five to seven strengths that best
describe who they are.

Tip

When offering feedback on the results of a character strengths profile, it’s important to take an
approach of exploration rather than offering conclusive interpretations. One of the best questions
to consider as a starting point is: As you look at your profile, what is your reaction to the results?
Some people will be happy, proud, excited, or interested, whereas others will be dismissive,
frustrated, or disappointed. If appropriate, discussing these feelings and normalizing any reaction
is important. Often, there is an opportunity for education (e.g., a client reaction of “I don’t like my
weaknesses” necessitates education about the test and what it reveals). It is also important to
place the VIA Survey results in the context of self-awareness, self-growth, client goals, benefit to
others, and valued outcomes.

Research

Research in different settings has found that taking the VIA Survey is a positive experience. This
ranges from the general population (Seligman et al., 2005), to veterans (Resnick & Rosenheck,
2006), and to people with several mental illnesses (Huffman et al., 2014; Sims et al., 2015). For
many clients, simply the act of answering a variety of positive questions is a new experience –
sometimes a wake-up call – that helps them realize or remember their many positive qualities.

|160| CSI 3: Affirm/Value Your Strengths

Overview

People want to view themselves globally as good, moral, and capable people. It is one thing to
take the VIA Survey and receive a rank order of results but it is another thing to understand and
acknowledge the qualities as describing who you are and appreciating the importance of each in
your life.
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Purpose

See your highest strengths as values in your life; endorse and affirm your highest strengths;
understand the importance of your strengths to your life.

Steps

1. Identify one of your top character strengths that you value.
2. Write about why this character strength is meaningful and important to your life.
3. Optional. Consider doing this activity immediately before going into a stressful or high-

pressured situation.

Tip

This intervention often involves the individual affirming themselves in a life domain different from
where a stressor is occurring (Cohen & Sherman, 2014). For example, if a stressor is happening
at school, focusing on the value of love in a family relationship could be a good focal point.

Research

Reflecting on personal qualities can lead to reliable and important changes in behavior. Self-
affirmation theory postulates that the affirmation of personal values expands the person’s view
of themselves, their resources, and what is most important (Steele, 1999). Exercises involving
values affirmation have been well documented (e.g., Harackiewicz, Canning, Tibbetts, Giffen, &
Hyde, 2014; Legault, Al-Khindi, & Inzlicht, 2012; Sherman, Nelson, & Steele, 2000). They have
been shown to increase self-clarity (Stapel & van der Linde, 2011), support adolescents’ sense of
belonging during challenging times (Cook, Purdie-Vaughns, Garcia, & Cohen, 2012), to protect
against various stressors, and to improve education, health, and relationship outcomes (Cohen &
Sherman, 2014). In particular contexts, values affirmation has been shown to boost resilience to
criticism or rejection, to boost performance, and to curb aggression. It was also shown to buffer
the physiological stress response (Creswell et al., 2005). In these studies, many of the values
commonly written about by subjects in the intervention groups are VIA character strengths such
as kindness, creativity, humor, and spirituality. Of course, any of the 24 character strengths could
be chosen as a core value to be explored (remember that VIA originally was an acronym for
“values in action”).

|161| CSI 4: Boost Your Motivation

Overview

Making changes is both simple and challenging. Change happens naturally and almost
effortlessly (i.e., simple), yet habits and problem behaviors can be very resistant to being
tampered with (i.e., challenging). There is wisdom to the adage of “ready, willing, and able.” An
individual must be willing in that they see the importance of change, able in that they have
confidence they can change, and ready in that the timing is right for them to make the change
now (Miller & Rollnick, 2002).

To the latter point, the popular stages of change model articulates a series of five phases of
behavior change that individuals progress through – precontemplation, contemplation,
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preparation, action, and maintenance (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1982).

Purpose

Enhance motivation; take steps toward change; apply motivation to character strengths work.

Steps

This example focuses on enhancing motivation around using character strengths more often.

1. Importance. On a 1–10 scale (where 10 is very high importance and 1 is very low
importance), how important is it to you that you learn more about your character strengths?
How important is it that you use your character strengths? What is the value of using your
strengths more?

2. Confidence. On a 1–10 scale (where 10 is very high confidence and 1 is very low
confidence), how confident are you that you can learn more about your character strengths?
How confident are you that you can use your character strengths more in your life?

3. Readiness. Using the following five phases that people typically go through when making a
change, what phase are you in?

a. Precontemplation: There’s no reason and no value for me to make this change.
“I won’t” work on using my character strengths or “I can’t” work on using my character
strengths.

b. Contemplation: I see the value but am not ready to take any action.
“I can” and “I may” work on using my character strengths someday.

c. Preparation: The change is important. I am getting ready to make a change.
“I will” make a change and use my character strengths more soon, so I am preparing
for it by planning my activities and thinking about the situations I’ll use my strengths
in.

d. Action: The change has taken place and I am making progress.
“I am” making changes by using my character strengths more.

e. Maintenance: The change has continued for 6 months or longer.
“I still am” making this change as I seamlessly use my character strengths more at
work and at home each day.

4. Review and action. Examine your findings from the three steps.
a. Appreciate the positive: What do you have to celebrate and appreciate? Maybe you see

a higher value in the change than you realized? Feel more confident than you thought
you were? See that you have moved beyond precontemplation? What specific
character strengths account for these positives?

b. Impact your growth area: Choose one of the three areas (importance, confidence,
readiness) you’d like to improve on. Consider what you need to do to move up one
point on the scale or to move toward or reach the next stage of readiness. One
example to boost importance is to connect the change more with your intrinsic values,
while an example to boost confidence is to offer yourself an encouraging affirmation.

c. |162| Build in strengths support: Dialogue with someone (e.g., a counselor) about ways
you might target your area of growth with one of your character strengths.

Tip

Find your character strength “driver” or impetus. Are there one or two core signature strengths
that drive your actions forward and naturally elicit motivation in you across many situations? For
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some people, it is the character strength of love or kindness that gives them reason to act,
whereas for others it is spirituality guiding and motivating them. What is your character strength
driver?

Research

Many parts of this activity around importance, confidence, readiness, affirmations, and change
talk were drawn from elements of motivational interviewing, a collaborative approach that
emphasizes helping others become more motivated and committed to a goal by compassionately
exploring their reasons for change. Motivational interviewing has amounted an impressive body
of research evidence on helping people work through resistant problems (Miller & Rollnick, 2002).
The emphasis here is in the direction of self-guidance, although it’s important to be clear that the
approach of motivational interviewing is a process that occurs between the client and
practitioner, where change is drawn from the client and not imposed by a practitioner.

Personality researchers have found there are naturally motivating features of our personality
traits that can be useful in spurring people to accomplish their goals (McCabe & Fleeson, 2016).
The VIA character strengths offer important clusters of natural motivation that exist in each
human being.

|163| CSI 5: Subtract a Signature Strength

Overview

Many of us are living a decent or good life but often do not realize it as we get caught up in petty
issues and challenges and do not take time to “smell the roses.” And, when we attempt to break
from our routines and seek well-being, we are essentially adding more “things,” such as
possessions, relationship experiences, and achievements, in an attempt to be happier. This
intervention takes a different tactic to help us break through our autopilot mind: take something
away. It involves seeing what your life would be like without one of your best qualities.

Purpose

Help individuals appreciate what they have; enhance gratitude and positive action; deepen
appreciation for a signature strength.

Steps

1. Choose one of your signature strengths – the one you see as most core to who you are.
2. Image this strength for a moment. Picture it in action and take notice of how important it

has been for you. It has probably helped you build important relationships in your life,
achieve many things, and feel happiness and contentment in countless moments. See these
benefits clearly.

3. Now, imagine something else. Imagine that you are not able to use this strength for 1
month. For 1 month, you cannot bring forth this strength in any way. What would that be
like? How would that feel? As an example, if you chose curiosity, that would mean you
cannot pursue new activities, explore or investigate anything, ask anyone any questions, try
new foods, go anywhere new in your city, search on the Internet or your phone, or pursue
anything novel or different for the next month.
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4. Take a few minutes to write down your observations.

Research

This activity involving taking away something positive and important in one’s life is called mental
subtraction in research studies, and is shown to boost well-being when compared with people
who do not engage in the activity (Koo, Algoe, Wilson, & Gilbert, 2008). Mental subtraction has
also been shown to be a happiness booster when used in regard to material possessions (Ang,
Lim, Leong, & Chen, 2015).

Examples

In leading this exercise with thousands of workshop participants, it is remarkable how people
consistently are struck by the loss of a core quality. Here are the typical reactions people
describe in regard to what it would be like to take away a signature strength: empty, lost,
depressed, impossible, can’t breathe, panicky, indecisive, hopeless, confused, devastated,
hollow, not me, loss of joy, de-energized, disoriented, self-loathing, bereft, useless, deprived,
aimless, scared, unknown to themselves, and stressed.

|164| CSI 6: Character Strengths Genogram

Overview

A family genogram is a formal way of mapping out family relationships over generations, and
often it is kept to one page so that everything can be seen at a glance. Genograms have been a
staple of many family therapists and counselors for several decades, especially since family
therapy become popular in the 1950s.

Purpose

Awareness of family relationships; boosting insight into family dynamics; bringing a strengths-
based approach to families.

Steps

1. Write down your nuclear family, writing male names in squares and female names in circles,
drawing horizontal lines to connect these symbols if they are in a relationship and vertical
lines to show generational differences (going upward for previous generations such as your
parents and grandparents and down for your children).

2. Write down two to three signature strengths next to each individual (you might use
abbreviations such as “Z” for zest, “Cu” for curiosity, and “SR” for self-regulation). If the
family member has taken the VIA Survey, then write down their Top 3 strengths. If they
have not and are alive then invite them to take the VIA Survey or review the list of 24
character strengths with them. If not, take an educated guess – perhaps with the wisdom of
people who knew them best – as to what qualities best described them.

3. Continue to extend this exercise to as many family members, relatives, and generations as
you wish.

4. Review the genogram as a whole. Share and discuss it with others.

191



Tip

Start simple with this activity, such as examining just your nuclear family. If you are familiar with
genograms then you can probably make it complex very quickly with several generations of
family members and relatives, while using a variety of common genogram symbols.

Troubleshooting

This has the potential to be a highly impactful and emotional activity, especially if an individual
has had a troubled family background and is not accustomed to this type of reflection. Some
people may benefit from discussions with a helping professional.

Research

Genograms are used across a variety of fields including medicine, social work, family therapy,
genealogy, and sociology. In the helping professions, they serve as an important awareness-
building activity for family relationships. Numerous studies on genograms have been conducted
across professions; for example, Rempel, Neufeld, and Kushner (2007) found that genograms
helped to uncover unrealized potential in people’s social networks and facilitated greater
understanding of social networks as opportunities for caregiving. A shorter version of this
exercise (the “family strengths tree”) is part of the 14-week positive psychotherapy program,
which has overall benefits for well-being and depression, and clients invite family members to
take the VIA Survey and then compile the results for the family (Rashid, 2015; Seligman et al.,
2006).

Examples

Search the Internet for “create a genogram online” for a variety of free options to explore this
activity and to see examples of how genograms are structured.

|165| CSI 7: Character Strengths 360°

Overview

The 360° form of feedback has become a standard in top organizations across the globe. In
organizational settings, this involves each employee receiving feedback from multiple sources
and contexts, including their boss/superior, subordinates, fellow colleagues, and customers, and
provides the individual with important insights into their performance. Feedback on character
strengths can work in a similar way and of course extend far beyond the workplace.

Purpose

Learn the perceptions of others in regard to your core strengths; integrate others’ insights into
your life; attain new ways of looking at yourself through a strengths lens.

Steps

For this exercise, use the tool on the following page.
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1. Distribute this tool to people who know you (they don’t have to know you very well). Gather
feedback from 10 or more people. Make an effort to gather people across the domains of
your life, e.g., personal/home (e.g., parents, siblings, spouse/partner, children), work, school,
social, spiritual, community.

2. Ask each person to honestly fill the form out by selecting only those character strengths that
they perceive most strongly describe you. It’s generally a good idea to limit the quantity of
strengths selected to five or seven at the most.

3. Emphasize the second step on the page which invites the person to offer a concrete
example or story for each strength they spot.

4. Gather the feedback from everyone. Look for common themes across the stories and
character strengths.

5. Compare your VIA Survey results with your Character Strengths 360° results.
Strong signature strengths. What strengths were highly noted by both you and others?
Possible blind spots. What strengths were noted highly by others but not you?
Potential opportunities. What strengths were noted highly by you but not others?

6. Take action: Review your insights and put one of your new insights to use!

Research

This activity is one of the favorite exercises reported by participants in mindfulness-based
strengths practice (MBSP; Niemiec, 2014a) because of the insights and sometimes connections it
brings about. It has been widely used in workshops and university courses around the globe. It is
being used in the education context with students and teachers (Linkins et al., 2015). A more
complex version has been studied called “reflected best self-portrait,” This exercise involves
participants recruiting about 30 people to gather stories about “my greatest strengths” and “how
I could improve or grow” from friends, family, teachers, teammates, coworkers, or anyone with
extended contact with the individual. The person then collects the stories and examines them for
recurring behaviors, values, and character strengths. Then, the individual compiles an integrated
portrait of these patterns in the form of a summary of a couple of paragraphs or a more creative
form, such as an essay, presentation, video, or set of images. This activity promotes self-
development through positive emotion resources, agentic resources (beliefs about our capability
to exert control over events in our life), and relationship resources (Roberts et al., 2005;
Spreitzer, 2006). In one study with adolescents, researchers compared feedback on strengths
only with feedback on strengths plus growth areas from groups of personal and professional
contacts or professional contacts only, and the best benefits were found for strengths plus
growth areas solicited from the broadest range of contacts (Spreitzer et al., 2009).

|166| Step 1

Below are 24 character strengths. Which of these most strongly describes who this person is
and how they operate in their life? Check off those strengths that you most clearly see in them.
Choose about 5 strengths (no more than 7).

___ Creativity: ingenuity; sees & does things in new/unique ways; original & adaptive ideas

___  Curiosity: novelty-seeker; takes an interest; open to different experiences; asks questions

___ Judgment: critical thinker; analytical; logical; thinks things through

___ Love of learning: masters new skills & topics; passionate about knowledge & learning
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___ Perspective: wise; provides wise counsel; sees the big picture; integrates others’ views

___ Bravery: valorous; does not shrink from fear; speaks up for what’s right

___ Perseverance: persistent; industrious; overcomes obstacles; finishes what is started

___ Honesty: integrity; truthful; authentic

___ Zest: enthusiastic; energetic; vital; feels alive and activated

___ Love: gives and accepts love; genuine; values close relations with others

___ Kindness: generous; nurturing; caring; compassionate; altruistic; nice

___  Social intelligence: aware of the motives and feelings of oneself & others, knows what
makes other people tick

___ Teamwork: a team player; community-focused, socially responsible; loyal

___  Fairness: acts upon principles of justice; does not allow feelings to bias decisions about
others

___ Leadership: organizes group activities; encourages and leads groups to get things done

___ Forgiveness: merciful; accepts others’ shortcomings; gives people a second chance

___ Humility: modest; lets accomplishments speak for themselves; focuses on others

___ Prudence: careful; wisely cautious; thinks before speaking; does not take undue risks

___ Self-regulation: self-controlled; disciplined; manages impulses & emotions

___  Appreciation of beauty & excellence: awe-filled; quickly moved to wonder; marvels at
beauty & greatness

___ Gratitude: thankful for the good; expresses thanks; feels blessed

___ Hope: optimistic; future-minded; has a positive outlook

___ Humor: playful; enjoys joking and bringing smiles to others; lighthearted

___ Spirituality: religious and/or spiritual; practices a faith; purpose- & meaning-driven

Step 2

On the back of this page, give a brief rationale or example of how you have seen this person
display each strength you checked off.

|167| CSI 8: Self-Monitor Your Strengths

Overview

Much of our behavior operates on autopilot in which we are not particularly aware of our existing
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in the moment. Self-monitoring is an intervention that can help
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us bring a mindful awareness to our strengths-related thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, which
can, in turn, catalyze us into positive action.

Purpose

Enhance awareness of strengths that are operating outside of awareness; link internal character
strengths with behavioral action.

Steps

1. Create a tracking sheet like the example on the next page or use an app on one of your
devices.

2. Set a reminder alert for every hour or set up an intermittent alarm that will cue you to pause
and check in on the behaviors you are monitoring.

3. In your tracking log, be sure to note the activity you are doing, the strengths you are using
and how you are using the strengths. This will help you draw connections between your
internal processes and your actual behaviors.

Tip

Research has found in some studies that it is important to be honest and consistent with self-
monitoring in order to have a greater impact. Honest tracking and consistent tracking are
behaviors that you can control.

Research

Self-monitoring is a solid tool that has been used in assessment and treatment (see Korotitsch &
Nelson-Gray, 1999). It is used to understand and improve behaviors ranging from mood
management, improving eating behaviors, and managing addictions. It is used as a weekly
exercise and special activity (called strengths-activity mapping) in the mindfulness-based
strengths practice (MBSP) program (Niemiec, 2014a).
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|168|

|169| CSI 9: Stories and Character Strengths (Develop Strengths-Spotting)
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Overview

Human beings are a collection of stories – ranging from the seemingly unimportant story of
brushing your teeth this morning to the seemingly superimportant story of the birth of your child,
and then there are all the stories of routines, events, and conversations that happen in between.
Character strengths are part of these life experiences and therefore can be noticed in any story.

Purpose

Develop strengths-sight – the attentional focus on our own or others’ character strengths
(Lottman, Zawaly, & Niemiec, 2017), also known as practicing strengths-spotting in others and in
yourself; become more familiar with the “language” of character strengths; become more
comfortable sharing positive stories and good news with others.

Steps – Version 1

1. Think of a specific time, recently or awhile back, when you were at your best – you were
functioning strongly. This could be a time at work, school, home, or other place and you
were behaving in a way that was true to who you are.

2. Develop this out as a story with a beginning, middle, and end.
3. Write out the story.
4. Review the story and take careful notice of the character strengths you used throughout the

story.

Steps – Version 2

1. Share with someone a recent positive experience you had in which you contributed to the
experience in a meaningful way.

2. After you tell this story, ask the person to offer feedback to you about the character
strengths they heard you express in the story. Hint: you might give them a handout on the
VIA classification to assist them in spotting your character strengths.

Tip

“Don’t put the cart in front of the horse,” as the saying goes, in relation to not getting ahead of
oneself. Applied to this exercise, don’t put specific strengths ahead of the story; it’s typically
easier for clients new to strengths to share a general story about something positive than to ask
them to come up with a story about prudence or love of learning on the spot. As clients become
experienced with the language, ask for stories about specific strengths.

Troubleshooting

Some people struggle with the extreme language of at one’s “best.” This can be easily adjusted
in the instructions to a more modest framing and to fit the context, such as “a time when you
were happy at work,” “a time when you were functioning strongly at school,” or “something
positive that happened this week in your relationship.”

Research
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An early version of this intervention was called “you, at your best” and offered some benefits,
although not long-lasting benefits, in a gold standard intervention study (Seligman et al., 2005).
This does not mean the exercise isn’t useful; quite the contrary, it has been used now by
thousands of practitioners across the globe with success. It’s a useful and practical entry point for
strengths fluency (Linkins et al., 2015). In addition, several studies now show the benefits of
sharing something positive, such as good news with others (Gable et al., 2004; Reis et al., 2010),
bringing gains to happiness, positive emotions, and life satisfaction (Lambert et al., 2011). These
benefits to positive emotions were even stronger if the listener offered an enthusiastic response.

|170| CSI 10: Mentors/Role Models

Overview

Mentors are a type of role model who can positively influence the character of their protégés.
This occurs through many pathways, such as when mentors relate character to goal-setting,
building knowledge, reflecting about the good life, solving practical problems, and role model
identification (Moberg, 2008).

Purpose

Understanding your character strengths through the eyes of a role model; practice spotting
strengths in your mentor/role model.

Steps

Explore the role of one or more mentors/role models, past or present, in your life.

1. Name a person who has served as a mentor or role model to you. The individual might
become clear as you think about a time in your life when you were struggling and someone
stepped in to help you.

2. What was their core belief about you and your strengths? What did they see in you? How did
they communicate this with you?

3. What impact did this have on you at the time? What is the impact on you today?
4. Looking back, what were their character strengths? How did they use their strengths to help

you?

Troubleshooting

Keep the mentor/role model as someone personal, if possible. If it’s difficult to name a living role
model, then consider an important person who is now deceased and approach the exercise that
way. If that also is a challenge then consider people in the public eye, living or deceased, such as
leaders, actors/actresses, whom have positively influenced your character. Finally, turn to
fictional characters such as characters from movies and books (e.g., Niemiec, 2017).

Tip

Extend this exercise to other people in your life, such as finding the “hero” or “heroine” in an
imperfect father, a mother who struggled but had perseverance, a sibling you’ve lost touch with,
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or a close friend. What do you admire in these individuals? How have they positively influenced
you? How do they see the real you?

Research

Most people can identify at least two personal heroes and usually a half-dozen more (Allison &
Goethals, 2011). Mentoring and role modeling is a research supported practice in character
education (Berkowitz, 2011), and learning from mentors has been described as one of three
major paths for developing wisdom (Gluck & Baltes, 2006). Turning to the observation of others
has long been discussed as a pivotal learning pathway (Bandura, 1977), but can be especially
influential when the model is a character/person of virtue (Bandura, 2003, 2008). For 1,500
movie examples of characters displaying strong virtue and character strength to serve as
potential role models, see Niemiec and Wedding (2014).

|171| Character Strengths Use

Introduction

This section offers interventions around taking action with character strengths. Many clients will
ask their practitioner: “What do I do with my strengths?” While any of the interventions in this
book could potentially be offered in response to this question, those in this section are
particularly important for jumping into action.

Contents

CSI 11: Use a Signature Strength in a New Way

CSI 12: Acting “As If” (Acting from Strength)

CSI 13: Turn a Strength Inward

CSI 14: Create a Strengths Habit

CSI 15: Signature Strengths Across Domains

CSI 16: Holistic Strengths Use

CSI 17: Pathways to Virtue Use

CSI 18: Head, Heart, and Hands: Living a Virtuous Life

CSI 19: Boost a Lower Strength

|172| CSI 11: Use a Signature Strength in a New Way

Overview

The identification and use of signature strengths is a quintessential exercise in positive
psychology and has been shown to be successful across cultures and populations in studies
comparing signature strengths groups with placebo groups or several other intervention groups.
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Purpose

Take strengths awareness to the next level; widen your knowledge and use of your best qualities;
act in accordance with who you are – your authentic self.

Steps

1. Take the VIA Survey or VIA Youth Survey at https://www.viacharacter.org
2. As you review your rank-ordered results, select one of your top strengths.
3. Use the strength in a new and different way each day for 1 week.

Tip

Take notice of how you felt using each strength and when, where, and how you used the strength
in each instance (Duan et al., 2013). This will help you make further connections between your
actions, feelings, and the context.

Troubleshooting

Some participants are unable to come up with ways they might use their strengths in new ways.
It can be helpful to offer a handout of examples for each of the 24. Table 2.1 in Chapter 2 offers
examples for this exercise. Other tables and figures that might spur ideas include Table 1.2 in
Chapter 1, Figure 2.2 in Chapter 2, and Table 3.1 in Chapter 3.

Another tactic in approaching this activity, although not explored from a scientific standpoint, is
to use a different signature strength in a new way each day for one week. This requires less
demand on any one signature strength but requires the user to put forth some effort for each of
their signature strengths. While this variation has not been studied rigorously, it’s hypothesized
that this would add to one’s versatility with strengths use and offer more options for future
strengths use.

Research

In a gold standard study – a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled study of five positive
interventions – participants who were assigned to use their signature strengths in new ways
experienced elevations in happiness and decreases in depression for 6 months (Seligman et al.,
2005). This was fully replicated in another study (Gander et al., 2013) and similar results have
been found with various populations in different countries, as described in Chapter 2.

|173| CSI 12: Acting “As If” (Acting From Strength)

Overview

A common refrain around character strengths from individuals is to exclaim, “If only I could…”
(be more creative, have courage, have more hope, etc.). Alfred Adler (1963), creator of the
influential psychotherapy called “individual psychology,” created the “acting as if” technique as a
way to counteract “if only” beliefs with actual action. The power of trying out new behaviors to
create reality out of practice has long been championed by those working in psychodrama, an
approach articulated by Jacob Moreno (Blatner, 1988). Modern personality researchers are
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confirming that individuals can be instructed to take on behaviors of a trait, such as a character
strength, and this can boost the trait and well-being (Blackie et al., 2014).

Purpose

Boost your use of a character strength; shift from wanting a strength to behaving with a strength;
build your symphony of strengths.

Steps

1. Select the strength you wish to improve.
2. Select the situation (including any person) you want to bring the strength more strongly to

(e.g., curiosity on a date, bravery at a work meeting, creativity with a difficult family
member, humor with a friend while out for the night).

3. Behave in a way that is consistent with that strength in that situation, e.g., act brave or
creative, or approach a situation with gratitude or hope. Use the synonyms and definitions in
the VIA classification (see inside cover) to help you act consistently with that strength. For
example, if you choose zest, act not only with zest but explore being enthusiastic, full of
energy, living with vigor and vitality, approaching life with excitement, doing things
wholeheartedly, and viewing life as an adventure.

Tip

This activity can be catalyzed by reading aloud a speech or inspiring passage that exemplifies
the strength, as suggested by Polly and Britton (2015), who offer an example of a poem,
monologue, or famous speech for each of the 24 strengths. For example, for perspective they
suggest reading aloud an excerpt from the “Gettysburg Address” speech by Abraham Lincoln, a
Shakespearean sonnet for love, and an excerpt from a speech by Mother Teresa for humility. A
practitioner might practice this “acting as if” reading in a session with a client.

Troubleshooting

If the exercise is too intimidating for clients and they refuse to partake, then one option is to
soften it by engaging in “reflecting as if” (Watts, 2013). With this approach, the client reflects on
the above steps and explores possibilities and then the client and practitioner co-construct a list
of “as if” behaviors before taking a small action.

Research

Personality researchers argue that by shifting in our state in the moment we can also change our
traits (Fleeson, 2001), and also note that enacting the behaviors of a trait can enhance well-being
(Fleeson et al., 2002). Personality researchers have shown that this strategy can be used with the
creativity strength, which can be fostered by building from what consistently predicts creativity,
e.g., openness to experience, and then behaving in a way that is open by acting inquisitive,
philosophical, curious, and/or imaginative (Blackie et al., 2014). The same researchers offer an
example for conscientiousness (which we might replace with the strength of prudence) and note
that if someone wants to increase their “prudence” at work, they can act planfully, carefully, and
responsibly.
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|174| CSI 13: Turn a Strength Inward

Overview

Some character strengths are explicitly viewed as characteristics to be expressed to other people
(e.g., kindness, forgiveness, fairness). However, each character strength can be directed inwardly
– toward oneself.

Purpose

Self-care; self-understanding; self-improvement.

Steps

1. For each of the questions below, consider a specific situation in which something has gone
wrong, you have made an error, or you are suffering in some way. Rate yourself on the
following using a scale of 1–10, where 1 is the lowest amount of inward application and 10 is
the highest amount of inward application.

What is your level of self-kindness/self-compassion? How kind are you with yourself?
What is your level of self-fairness? How fair are you with yourself?
What is your level of self-forgiveness? How forgiving are you with yourself?
What is your level of self-leadership? How much do you apply self-leadership, taking
control, and leading/organizing yourself to action?
What is your level of self-bravery? How brave are you in facing what’s going on within
yourself (e.g., inner struggles, flaws, limitations, troubling memories)?
What is your level of self-honesty? How honest are you with yourself?
What is your level of self-perspective? How often do you turn to and follow your own
inner wisdom?
Consider other character strengths not mentioned and rate yourself the same way.

2. Select your highest rating. What are you doing best at? How can you learn from this positive
approach you are taking?

3. Select your lowest rating. What would you benefit most from improving? What are you in
most need of? Which resonates most with you?

4. Consider how you express the character strength chosen in Step 3 to other people. Reflect
on what you say, think, and do. Apply these thoughts, words, and actions toward yourself.

Research

The research on turning character strengths inward is mounting and particularly strong for
kindness, often termed self-compassion (see Neff & Germer, 2013), self-forgiveness (e.g., Cornish
& Wade, 2015; Griffin et al., 2015), and perspective/wisdom (e.g., Baltes & Staudinger, 2000).
The concept of turning bravery inward, also known as “psychological courage” has been
discussed by Putnam (1997).

|175| CSI 14: Create a Strengths Habit

Overview
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Most of our habits – both good and bad – are created automatically, beyond our conscious
awareness. Making a small change in your behavior sounds straightforward. Yet many people are
so overwhelmed that even when they understand how developing their strengths will make their
job easier and more enjoyable, they lack the daily mental space and energy to start. Quite
simply, it’s easy to get lost in autopilot mode and daily habits.

Purpose

Bring the process of habit-making into greater conscious control; enhance strength use.

Steps

1. Consider a character strength you would like to build up.
2. Cue. Choose a brief cue (e.g., 30 seconds).
3. Routine. Create a new routine (e.g., 5 minutes).
4. Reward. Give yourself a reward (e.g., 30 seconds).

Research

Neuroscientific research around habit-making behaviors has revealed this three-part process,
called the habit loop, at play in creating and automatizing habits (Duhigg, 2012). Applying this
research to strengths, Michelle McQuaid studied over 2,000 employees across 65 countries. She
found that people could create an 11-minute strengths habit. More specifically, she found that
41% improved their ability to name their own strengths, 60% became better at setting weekly
strength-based goals, and 41% improved their feeling of having the opportunity to do what they
did best each day. In addition, 39% improved the likelihood of having a meaningful strengths
conversation with their supervisor, and 32% felt their organization was more committed to
developing their strengths (McQuaid & VIA Institute on Character, 2015). Numerous additional
benefits included greater flourishing, engagement, and feeling valued, energized, and like they
were making a difference. Strengths habit-making is discussed at length in McQuaid and Lawn
(2014).

Examples

Cue (for the character strength of humor): Turn on my computer to start my day.
Routine: Watch 5 minutes of funny videos online.
Reward: Take my first sip of coffee.
Cue (for the character strength of appreciation of beauty): Walk my dog.
Routine: Take pictures and short videos of nature.
Reward: Post one or two pictures on Facebook or Instagram.
Cue (for the character strength of self-regulation): Hear the mindfulness bell sound on my
computer (set to sound every 2 hours).
Routine: Practice mindful breathing in and out for a few minutes.
Reward: Play a 1-minute game on my smartphone.

|176| CSI 15: Signature Strengths Across Domains

Overview
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People are susceptible to using their signature strengths narrowly, which limits their potential.
Some will find many ways to use their strength of prudence at work but then struggle to see its
application in the domains of family or social relationships. In contrast, others will readily bring
forth new ways to use their strength of love with family and friends but claim (incorrectly) that it
cannot be applied in the workplace.

Purpose

Practice and apply top strengths; expand the range of situations in which strengths are used;
enhance awareness and use of signature strengths.

Steps

1. Choose one of your signature strengths. You might consider choosing a signature strength
you’d like to better understand and improve upon.

2. Choose three domains in your life that you regularly partake in. Domains you might consider
include: family, relationship, social, spiritual, community, sport, school, work.

3. Write about how you can use this particular signature strength in the three domains. Some
of what you write about might reflect past use in that domain and some might be new or
retooled ways of using the strength.

4. Develop a concrete plan to put the strength into action in each setting. Set a designated
period of time to take action.

Research

This activity is a variation of the established exercise called use your signature strengths in new
ways, which can lead to substantial, long-term benefits for happiness and depression (e.g.,
Gander et al., 2013; Seligman et al., 2005). Research in the education context has applied this
exercise to students (Linkins et al., 2015).

|177| CSI 16: Holistic Strengths Use

Overview

The circumplex mapping of the 24 character strengths across two continua (mind–heart;
intrapersonal–interpersonal) has received considerable attention and interest, especially among
practitioners (see Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2 for the most current circumplex). It was originally
developed from the research of Chris Peterson (e.g., see Peterson, 2006a) and was updated and
revised by Robert McGrath in 2014 (VIA Institute, 2014, where you can see a sample report with
the circumplex mapping). Some character strengths are clearly more heart-oriented than mind-
oriented (e.g., love), some are more mind-oriented (e.g., judgment/critical thinking), some are
more interpersonally based (e.g., teamwork), and some are more intrapersonally based (e.g.,
curiosity). Nevertheless, character strengths can be expressed through all four dimensions. The
VIA Institute has included this as a graph in personalized character strengths reports for
hundreds of thousands of people since 2009. Practitioners who have been working with it are
interested in its practical utility. This activity offers one example of the practical use.

Purpose

204



Widen the use of character strengths expression; express the strength in a complete, holistic
way.

Steps

1. Identify one of your signature strengths (or one you wish to work on).
2. Write about how the strength might be expressed in each of the following:

a. Mind: logic, analysis, thinking. What are the thoughts that accompany the strength?
What thoughts go through your mind when you are using it? How might you express it
in a “heady” way? Example: perseverant thoughts might include “I can do it,” “I will
keep pushing forward,” “I’ll try my best.”

b. Heart: feeling, intuition, body. How do you feel when you use the strength? Where do
you feel it in your body? How can you express it in a heart-based way? Examples:
feeling gratitude in the heart region; tingling in the hands and fingers when feeling
zest.

c. Intrapersonal. Turn the strength inward. How do you express the strength when you’re
alone? What does it look like outside the context of an interaction? Examples: curiosity
when doing an Internet search; gratitude use in prayer; self-kindness to oneself when
feeling down and self-critical.

d. Interpersonal. Turn the strength outward. How do you express the strength to others?
What does it look like in the context of an interaction? Examples: curiously asking
someone questions; sharing gratitude to someone who did a favor; doing a kind and
thoughtful act for another.

3. Develop a concrete plan to put the strength into action in a new way across one or more of
these areas. Set a designated period of time you can commit to.

Troubleshooting

If focus on any area is a challenge, combine areas such as “interpersonal” and “heart” in which
the strength might be expressed deeply and emotionally in a close relationship.

Research

A version of this exercise is discussed in Niemiec (2014a). This activity is a variation of the
established exercise called use your signature strengths in new ways, which has been shown to
lead to substantial, long-term benefits for happiness and depression (e.g., Gander et al., 2013;
Seligman et al., 2005). Components of this exercise have been suggested from analyses with
couples, such as making a character strength interpersonally oriented (Veldorale-Brogan et al.,
2010).

|178| CSI 17: Pathways to Virtue Use

Overview

In the VIA classification, the virtues are the higher-order, broader attributes and the character
strengths are defined as “pathways” to the virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

Purpose
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Builds virtues; offers a different lens for self-development and strengths development; widens
the use of strengths/virtues work.

Steps

1. Select a virtue. What virtue do you want to give greater attention to or enhance (wisdom,
courage, humanity, justice, temperance, or transcendence)? Choose one.

2. Examine the strengths. As you view the VIA classification of character strengths and virtues
(see inside cover), examine the character strengths that nest under the virtue you chose.

3. Determine the pathway. Which of those strengths under that particular virtue are you
highest in? How might you use the highest strength as “your unique pathway” to building
the virtue? (e.g., using curiosity as a path to greater wisdom or forgiveness as a pathway to
more temperance). This step involves using a high strength in a new way.

4. Consider other strengths. If needed, bring in a second or third strength to help clarify and
solidify the pathway to virtue expression. And, consider character strengths outside of those
listed under the virtue you selected.

5. Reexamine your virtue. Take another look at your virtue. Does it need additional work or are
you ready to turn to another virtue?

Troubleshooting

If you are trying to decide which virtue to focus on, consider “expanding” (building upon) your
highest virtue or “enhancing” (building up) a lower virtue. As the virtues are framed holistically,
consider the following questions:

Are you wanting to become more “thinking-oriented” or “knowledge-based” (wisdom)?
Are you wanting to become more volitional or “gut-oriented,” digging deep within yourself
to take action (courage)?
Are you wanting to become more interpersonally focused (humanity)?
Are you wanting to become more community-oriented or group-focused (justice)?
Are you wanting to become more focused on managing your vices, protecting yourself from
over-doing things (temperance)?
Are you wanting to become more spiritually oriented or meaning-based (transcendence)?

Tip

Put this exercise into perspective. The six virtues have been championed by many of the greatest
thinkers throughout history. You are focusing on enhancing one of those great virtues!

Research

As scientists reviewed the classic works of virtue and human goodness across religions,
philosophies, and classifications – across cultures and nations – they found parallel themes
(Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & Seligman, 2005) which became the virtues of the VIA classification
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Some research has found that the strengths fit quite well under the
assigned virtue categories (e.g., Ruch & Proyer, 2015), while others have found that some re-
arranging is useful to determine an ideal fit (e.g., McGrath, 2014). Some character strengths do
not ideally fit under one but under several virtue categories, such as humor (Ruch & Proyer,
2015), and some may fit better under other categories, such as hope under courage (Pury, 2008).
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This exercise, which includes the core step of using a high strength in a new way, can be viewed
as a variation of the exercise used in research studies that was found to boost happiness and
lower depression for as long as 6 months (e.g., Gander et al., 2013; Seligman et al., 2005).

|179| CSI 18: Head, Heart, and Hands: Living a Virtuous Life

Overview

There is evidence that character can be described as having three basic elements, or virtues,
which could be referred to as caring, inquisitiveness, and self-control. Scholars argue that all
three must be valued and nurtured for a well-lived life. None is sufficient by itself: A life well-lived
requires heart, head, and hands (positive action).

One avenue for the development of good character is to learn to simultaneously manage and
control yourself, care for others, and be interested in, exploring, appreciating, and engaging with
the world.

Purpose

Increase your virtue use; engage in virtuous, authentic living; expand goodness toward yourself,
others, and the world.

Steps

1. Take a look at the self-control strengths listed below. These relate to virtuous living in
regard to managing yourself. Reflect on these strengths individually and as a group. Using
these strengths as a catalyst, write down one way you could bring greater goodness to
yourself. What would it look like to bring further goodness to you?

2. Take a look at the caring strengths listed below. These relate to virtuous living of being good
and caring to others. Reflect on these strengths individually and as a group. Using these
strengths as a catalyst, write down one way you could bring greater goodness to others.
What would it look like to bring further goodness to others?

3. Take a look at the inquisitiveness strengths listed below. These relate to the virtue of
bringing goodness to the environment or the world in general. Reflect on these strengths
individually and as a group. Using these strengths as a catalyst, write down one way you
could bring greater goodness to the environment or the world in general. What would it look
like to bring further goodness to the world?

4. Review the three examples of virtuous action you have written. Consider making a plan that
includes action with all three. Bring forth your head, heart, and hands in a strong way. What
is the first step you might take right now?

Research

There are multiple lenses to view the character strengths (e.g., heart/mind; intra/interpersonal;
six virtue categories; and so forth). This activity reflects another important lens that has emerged
from research. McGrath (2015c) studied over one million individuals across four samples and
multiple measures of character strengths and found support for the character strengths splitting
into three groups, which he named caring, inquisitiveness, and self-control. Here’s how the
character strengths loaded onto each of these groups:
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Self-Control: honesty, judgment, perseverance, prudence, and self-regulation.
humility (included here but not as central as the others).

Caring: fairness, forgiveness, kindness, gratitude, love, and spirituality.
teamwork and leadership (included here but not as central as the others).

Inquisitiveness: appreciation of beauty & excellence, curiosity, creativity, love of learning,
and perspective.

bravery, zest, social intelligence, hope, and humor (included here but not as central as
the others).

|180| Examples

Self-control. I’m going to push myself to take more control of my life. I could be more honest with
myself about my ego needs for attention and affection. I could challenge my inner critic that is
quick to judge me. I could be better to my body by watching the food and drink I put in it.

Caring. How can I stretch my service to other people? Not just those who are part of my personal
circle, but all people? I will show greater compassion for those who are suffering, whether that be
a homeless person, my colleague who had a bad day, or my child who fell on the playground. I
will appreciate the sacredness of each interaction with people today – seeing them and my
conversation with them as a gift.

Inquisitiveness. I will focus on challenging my set beliefs and will learn more about how other
people think and feel. I will take an interest in how I can give back to my community, such as
local volunteering, becoming active in civic work, or cleaning up my neighborhood street once a
month. I will deliberately learn new topics and skills and then teach these to others so that my
building of new knowledge spreads in the world. I will take time each day to marvel outside in
nature or watch with appreciative admiration the skills of one of my colleagues in action or the
skills of athletes on television.

|181| CSI 19: Boost a Lower Strength

Overview

A common and perhaps even universal behavior after a person takes the VIA Survey is to look at
their bottom strengths. People have a natural inclination to judge these as weak areas and
therefore want to improve them. Lower strengths are not referred to as weaknesses since the VIA
Survey does not measure weaknesses; it measures relative strengths. Lower strengths might be
less developed strengths, strengths not valued as highly, or strengths not as natural and easy to
deploy; these are working hypotheses to explore in oneself or in others as the reason why a
strength is lower in one’s profile is unique to each person. While research has shown support for
working on signature strengths, there has also been support for working on other character
strengths, such as the lower strengths, in one’s profile.

Purpose

Improve strengths use; boost a strength you are less familiar with; widen your overall character
strengths savvy.

Steps
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1. Take the VIA Survey or VIA Youth Survey at https://www.viacharacter.org
2. Choose one of your lower strengths, one of those that appear in the Bottom 5 of your

character strengths profile.
3. Use your lower strength in a new way each day.

Troubleshooting

Some people will struggle to implement ways to use a lower strength as these strengths are
likely to be unfamiliar, not particularly energizing, and may seem inauthentic to use. One should
remember the “towing effect,” which refers to the use of a signature strength to “tow along” or
bring forward a lower strength. One person’s signature strength of curiosity can be used to tow
along a lower strength of humility by using an interested, questioning orientation with different
people at a party, thereby placing the attention on others.

Research

One randomized trial found that a group of participants who worked on one higher strength and
one lower strength had benefits for happiness compared to placebo (Rust et al., 2009). Other
studies have found benefits for groups who have focused on boosting a lower strength (e.g.,
Proyer et al., 2015; Rashid, 2004). In the study by Proyer and colleagues, participants
experienced benefits to well-being when they focused on their lower strengths, and this effect
was particularly strong for participants who were not high in terms of their overall strengths
endorsement.

|182| Meaning and Engagement

Introduction

Meaning and engagement are foundational elements in positive psychology and more specifically
in well-being theory. Character strengths offer clear and direct routes to these important
outcomes and can be viewed as central to processes involving meaning-making and
engagement-creation.

Contents
CSI 20: Strengths Alignment

CSI 21: The Deathbed Test

CSI 22: Life Summary

CSI 23: What Matters Most?

CSI 24: Cultivate Inner Self-Worth

CSI 25: Defining Moments Exercise

CSI 26: Positive Action Through Movies

|183| CSI 20: Strengths Alignment
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Overview

One of the most significant and practical themes of strengths work is that your top strengths can
be consciously aligned with any activity, conversation, task, or routine in day-to-day living.
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the workplace. Workers can deliberately connect their
signature strengths with their work task to reach outcomes employers are interested in, such as
employee engagement, employee sense of calling, and employee productivity.

Purpose

Improve energy and engagement at work; discover more meaning and sense of calling at work.

Steps

1. List the five tasks that you do most frequently at work (e.g., filing, leading team meetings,
emailing clients, making sales calls, etc.).

2. Review your Top 5 strengths in your character strengths profile from the VIA Survey.
3. Write down one way you can use any one of your top strengths with each of the five work

tasks (e.g., using creativity to lead a team meeting by ending it with a new quote each time;
using creativity to offer different perspectives when making a sales call, etc.) Explain how
you will bring the character strength forth in the given task.

4. When you are ready, repeat Step 3 with a different top strength. Repeat until you go
through all five of your signature strengths.

Research

This exercise (described in Littman-Ovadia & Niemiec, 2017) examines current work tasks and
the potential of greater signature strengths use when engaging in these tasks. The intervention
was studied in a controlled trial of workers who specifically used four of their signature strengths
with work tasks over 4 weeks, which, relative to a control group, led to significant improvements
in calling 6 months later and life satisfaction 3 months later (Harzer & Ruch, 2016). This research
draws from other research finding the use of signature strengths at work is important for building
a calling (Harzer & Ruch, 2012), as well as the relevance of character strengths for vocation
irrespective of the content of the strength (e.g., whether it’s creativity, prudence, or hope that is
signature) (Harzer & Ruch, 2013). Other character strengths researchers are drawing many
important connections between the use of strengths, especially signature strengths, at work as
they relate to performance (Dubreuil, Forest, & Courcy, 2013), organizational citizenship behavior
and less counterproductive work behaviors (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2016), flourishing (Hone et
al., 2015), and ambitious work behavior (Gander et al., 2012). In addition, perseverance has been
found to be a key character strength in the work setting (Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2016). Research
in organizational psychology refers to this type of activity as “job crafting” in which employees
make proactive changes that are physical, relational, cognitive, or emotional to improve their
jobs, and it has been associated with various positive outcomes, including improved job
satisfaction and greater meaning at work (Wrzesniewski et al., 2013).

|184| CSI 21: The Deathbed Test

Overview
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In outlining the criteria for character strengths, one of the essential elements of a character
strength is that the strength is fulfilling. In order to identify this criterion, Peterson and Seligman
(2004) offer the example of the deathbed test as a testament to qualities that contribute to
fulfillment and meaning rather than simply activities that are fun. They explain:

“A strength contributes to various fulfillments that constitute a good life, for oneself and for
others. Although strengths and virtues determine how an individual copes with adversity, our
focus is on how they fulfill an individual” (p. 17).

Purpose

Build perspective; appreciate life in the present; tap into life fulfillment.

Steps

1. Imagine you are lying at your deathbed.
2. Finish this sentence: I wish I would have spent more time _____.
3. What character strengths might you use to help you accomplish what you have written

about in Step 2.

Research

This engaging activity was described in Peterson and Seligman (2004). The exercise also
received praise from Wong (2015), who has written extensively on meaning interventions. A
similar exercise called temporal scarcity offered by Kurtz (2008) has shown to boost well-being.
This exercise involves reflecting and writing about a situation that emphasizes how little time one
has left, for example, a student considering they only have 6 months left before graduation.
Another example is an individual reflecting on their own mortality and their limited time
remaining before death. These kinds of exercises increase the perceived value of one’s current
situation.

Examples

For Step 2, Peterson and Seligman (2004) offer sample responses such as “I wish I had spent
more time making a mark on the world” and “I wish I had spent more time getting to know my
children and being kind to my friends” or “spent more time praising God and giving thanks” (p.
17). In my workshops, common responses people have offered include: “doing more activities
with people I love,” “exploring other cultures,” “being present with my children,” “expressing my
gratitude to people,” “focusing on my health,” and “volunteering.”

|185| CSI 22: Life Summary

Overview

Taking stock in life by looking to one’s past and what is possible for the future is an intuitive
approach some people take automatically. This exercise makes this fascinating mental activity
more concrete and specific and, when infused with character strengths, it can easily fit into goal-
setting approaches.
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Purpose

Building life perspective; practicing strengths-spotting.

Steps

1. Write a short description of how you would like to have your life relayed to your
grandchildren (or great-grandchildren).

2. A few days later, review the summary. What character strengths do you see embedded in
the story (even if the exact VIA words are not used)?

3. Take stock in what is missing in your life and the changes that would be necessary to make
the summary a reality.

4. What character strengths will you need to deploy to make these changes? How will you
bring these strengths forward, starting today?

Research

The original life summary exercise has been studied by Schueller (2010) to understand how
certain positive interventions might be packaged together. In this study, the people who
benefited from the life summary activity also tended to benefit specifically from the counting
blessings (i.e., gratitude practice) exercise as opposed to other activities. In another study
looking at the packaging of this and other interventions (Schueller & Parks, 2012), results found
that engaging in multiple exercises was beneficial to participants in decreasing depression;
specifically, doing two or four positive interventions (but not six) over a 6-week period was found
to be beneficial.

Example

From Jason, 25, who works in management:

I would like my grandchildren to know that I was an active, contributing member of the
community. I would want them to know I went through challenging times in the military and
being unemployed for a period of time, but that I never gave up. I eventually got a job in a
startup company, worked my way into management, and started a family. I took pride in being
a good father and standing up for what I believed to be the right thing.

I see several character strengths in my story – zest (“active”), teamwork (“being in the
military”), perseverance, (“never gave up”), love and perspective (“good father”), and bravery
(“standing up” for what’s right). What is missing in my life right now is the long-term
experience as a “good father.” To reach that goal, I will use my strengths of love and zest to
express daily care for my kids. My signature strength of gratitude will remind me of how lucky I
am to be here today – this gratitude will motivate me to stay consistent as a good father. My
spiritual beliefs and kindness toward others will help shape me to do the right thing.

|186| CSI 23: What Matters Most?

Overview
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This seemingly simple question becomes loaded with meaning and intentionality when it is
examined closely. This exercise helps you look to the future to assist you in the present.

Purpose

Boost awareness of key source of personal meaning; tap internal mechanisms for reaching
meaning; widen life perspective; develop and sustain meaning and purpose.

Steps

1. Image what will matter most. Picture in your mind the area of your life that will matter most
to you 6 months or 1 year from now. Visualize that area of your life functioning even
stronger at that time compared to today (even if the area is already doing well at the
moment).

2. Phrase your intention. In order to strengthen the area, make a simple intention that will help
you highlight the focal point for the area. Try to capture this intention in a phrase or a
sentence. For example, increase happiness in marriage; graduate from college, become
more productive at work, improve physical health.

3. Signature strength pathways. List one way each of your five strongest signature strengths
could be used as a “pathway of meaning” to help you make your intention a reality and
improve this area of meaning. Each of these strengths can therefore assist you in taking
action and deepening your experience of what matters most.

4. Action planning. You now have five pathways to enhancing or staying strong with what
matters most to you. Write down the steps you will take to make this improvement. Will you
bring forth one strength pathway at a time? Combine pathways? How will you ensure you
use all of your five strongest strengths?

Research

Originally outlined as an activity by Littman-Ovadia and Niemiec (2017), this exercise was
created to target meaning and purpose. It is based on the science of meaning and is a variation
of the best possible self exercise (King, 2001), which boosts optimism (Meevissen, Peters, &
Alberts, 2011). Another variation boosted happiness and lowered depression (Shapira &
Mongrain, 2010) and has been used with success with people who are seriously suffering (e.g.,
Huffman et al., 2014).

|187| CSI 24: Cultivate Inner Self-Worth

Overview

The fulfillment of meaning matters more than people realize as we have only scratched the
surface of its vast potential for healing, growth, and flourishing (Wong, 2015). An important place
to start with meaning-making is ourselves – appreciating our uniqueness and potential. This lays
the foundation for contributing to the improvement of others and our society.

Purpose
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Cultivate personal meaning; improve self-worth and confidence; draw connections between
character strengths and future potential.

Steps

To become aware of the intrinsic value of your life and every life, explore the following four
domains through journaling, reflection, or discussion:

1. Relationship. What people do you matter most to? What character strengths do they see in
you?

2. Singularity. You are unique, irreplaceable, and capable of making an important contribution.
Explain how this is true. Explore how your character strengths contribute to each of these
components.

3. Growth. Seeing challenges as opportunities to learn and grow is a quality you can develop
and use. Which of your character strengths will help you develop this kind of growth
perspective? How might you view your character strengths from a growth mindset
perspective in which you overcome challenges to improve each strength?

4. Spirituality. Each person can connect with something greater, outside of themselves, which
is sacred. Examples include nature, God, higher power, collective unconsciousness, and the
pursuit of an ultimate concern. What is the sacred or the holy that you seek? How might
your character strengths support you on your journey?

Troubleshooting

Some individuals may get stuck on one domain, unable to answer a question or challenged by
the exploration task. They should be encouraged to move on to the next step as the steps do not
have to be completed sequentially. That said, getting stuck might reflect a deep, core issue that
needs meditation, reflection, and astute dialogue. Therefore, it is often useful to return to the
skipped step with a fresh perspective days or weeks later.

Research

This is a tool at the core of meaning therapy, a theoretically grounded and integrative approach
that helps clients navigate challenges by enhancing their capacity to seek and create meaning in
life (Wong, 2010, 2015). The character strengths elements have been added to make the activity
more personal and to empower the individual to take action at each step.

|188| CSI 25: Defining Moments Exercise

Overview

Each moment of our life is a moment of potential meaning and importance. Although most
moments are not memorable, some unexpectedly come to mean a great deal. A moment that
becomes a “defining moment” can come from an experience of suffering or achievement. It
might occur before, during, or after a life transition, traumatic experience, stressor, hardship,
celebration, accomplishment, or relationship connection.

Purpose
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Build positive memories; enhance self-understanding by connecting important moments with
character strengths.

Steps

1. Name one moment in time that has had a positive effect on you. Choose a moment in which
you took action in some way. This moment doesn’t have to be dramatic, simply any moment
that has had a meaningful impact on you.

2. List the character strengths you used in that situation. Which character strengths did you
bring forth? How did you express them?

3. Explore how this moment has shaped who you are. How has this moment contributed to
your identity? No matter how small, how has it affected your view of yourself today?

4. Step back and view the bigger picture. Were you enacting virtues that helped you mobilize
your strengths in that moment? Courage to take action? Humanity, justice, or wisdom?
Driven by temperance or transcendence?

Research

Narrative identity is linked with well-being. People with high levels of well-being tend to
emphasize personal growth in their life stories and their challenges are often framed as
transformative (Bauer, McAdams, & Pals, 2008). This activity invites individuals to explore their
stories from a growth perspective. It has been used with success in mindfulness-based strengths
practice (MBSP; Ivtzan et al., 2016; Niemiec, 2014a; Niemiec & Lissing, 2016). Research is
needed to study its particular effects in isolation from the MBSP program, but it is hypothesized
that it would increase savoring, build self-efficacy, improve positive memory recall, and enhance
positive self-perceptions. Anecdotally, people respond that they give greater priority to memories
that were fading, experience savoring, and feel more confident in the present moment.

Example

Turning points are opportunities for growth and some of the most powerful surround areas of
health problems, work/career events, parenthood, marriage, sexual relationships, and
illness/death of others (Wethington, 2003). While most people report defining moments where
they are actively a participant in the experience, I recall one man who took a different approach.
He shared how one of his defining moments occurred when he was in active duty during the
Vietnam War. He recalls passively observing a fellow soldier rescue a young boy, pulling the boy
away from an explosive device and bringing him to safety. This observed act of self-sacrifice and
kindness shaped the observing man’s identity and served as a model for the behaviors he strives
to display today.

|189| CSI 26: Positive Action Through Movies

Overview

The influential monk Thomas Merton said “Art enables us to find ourselves and lose ourselves at
the same time.” This describes the pastime of watching movies in which a good film generates
full engagement and pleasure as we lose ourselves in the experience and brings us to look deep,
discover who we are at our core, challenge and align our values, and discover or rediscover
meaning and what matters most.
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Purpose

Tap emotions of elevation and admiration; take positive action for others (prosocial activity) or
oneself (self-development); practice strengths-spotting; bring the trifecta of movie enjoyment –
experiencing pleasure, engagement, and meaning – to yourself.

Steps

1. Select a movie that has inspired you or choose one from the short list below.
2. Watch the movie with an openness to learn, to feel, and to understand yourself and others.
3. As the credits of the movie roll, be present to what is stirring inside you. What do you feel?

What character strengths are bubbling within you? Take notice of any motivation to positive
action that you sense that might benefit yourself or others.

4. Write down what you are most inspired by from the movie, whether that is a particular
character, a dialogue or quote, a plot development, an interaction or scene, a cinematic
element such as the scenery, lighting, music, etc. Write down the strengths of the character
or those strengths that link with the cinematic element.

5. Consider a way you might translate one of your observations to your personal life.

Research

Movies might be the most powerful medium for depicting heroism as fictional heroes (e.g., movie
characters) rate higher on heroism scales than nonfictional heroes (e.g., a parent) (Allison &
Goethals, 2011). And, the viewing of positive psychology movies has been found to lead to
increases in positive characteristics and positive behaviors (Smithikrai, 2016) and various
indicators of well-being and personal motivation to be good (Smith, 2014). Indeed, movies offer
the power of observational learning in that what is observed is coded within us for potential
future use as a guide for action (Bandura, 1977). The most appreciated movies are those with the
longest-lasting effects, which involved the experience of emotions in the moment and reflection
following the film (Oliver & Bartch, 2010).

Cinematic elevation and cinematic admiration have been argued as being important factors of
impact because of significant links between these emotions and prosocial behavior (e.g., Schnall
& Roper, 2011). Building off emotions studied by Haidt (2000) and colleagues (Algoe & Haidt,
2009), cinematic elevation occurs when a person observes the portrayal of goodness or character
strengths in action, experiences the tingling and warming sensations of inspiration, and is then
motivated to do good; cinematic admiration differs in that the physiologic sensations are more
likely “chills” and energizing sensations with an outcome of motivation toward self-improvement
and copying of the character (Niemiec & Wedding, 2014).

Examples

Twelve exemplars meeting criteria for a positive psychology movie (Niemiec, 2007) follow:
Amelie (2001), American Beauty (1999), The Fault in Our Stars (2014), Frozen (2013), Groundhog
Day (1993), Invictus (2009), It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), Life is Beautiful (1998), Star Wars:
Episode VII – The Force Awakens (2015), Wings of Desire (1987), The Wizard of Oz (1939), and
Zorba the Greek (1964). For 1,500 examples of character strengths, PERMA, mindfulness, and
resilience, see Niemiec and Wedding (2014)
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|190| Specific Character Strengths

Introduction

This section of interventions involves specific character strengths from the VIA classification.
Some character strengths lend themselves more to activities than others. For example, there are
a number of exercises to boost gratitude and these are relatively simple to apply, whereas
fairness is challenging and complex and interventions are hard to come by. Other sections in this
chapter also include activities that target particular character strengths (e.g., compassion-
focused reappraisal, which boosts specific strengths such as forgiveness and
compassion/kindness, was placed under the resilience section).

Contents

CSI 27: Boosting Curiosity Through Novelty

CSI 28: Imagined Conversation

CSI 29: Activate Your Zest!

CSI 30: Loving-Kindness Meditation

CSI 31: Gift of Time

CSI 32: Pay it Forward

CSI 33: Prosocial Spending

CSI 34: Enhance Teamwork Through Role Matching

CSI 35: Boosting Humility

CSI 36: Engaging With Beauty

CSI 37: Three Good Things

CSI 38: Gratitude Letter/Visit

CSI 39: Three Funny Things

CSI 40: Cultivating Sacred Moments

|191| CSI 27: Boosting Curiosity Through Novelty

Overview

All humans have a strong autopilot mind that operates much of our thoughts and actions during
the day. Autopilot is particularly strong during routine activities we do without much thinking.
Some of those activities might feel draining even to think about. Bringing a small dose of mindful
attention can transform these routines. Curiosity is part of the core of mindful attention (Bishop
et al., 2004) and is the focal point for this exercise.
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Purpose

Build curiosity; discover renewed energy doing a mundane routine; break free from
autopilot/routine mind.

Steps

1. Select a task that you do each week that you do not like. It is likely an activity you find
boring and tedious.

2. While you do the activity this week, pay attention to three novel (unique) features of the
activity. Be sure to uses your senses.

3. Write down your experiences or discuss them with a friend.

Research

This exercise was conducted as a scientific experiment by Ellen Langer at Harvard, who found
that those who were in the curiosity group (relative to a control group) changed the way they
viewed the activity and weeks later were more likely to have done the previously-disliked task
again on their own (Langer, 2006). Similar curiosity exercises have been encouraged by Kashdan
(2009), and a curiosity activity focusing on engaging in curious and absorbing activities during
the week was part of a larger intervention study found to cause greater happiness (Proyer et al.,
2013). The activity by Langer closely relates to an activity assigned in successful mindfulness-
based programs such as mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT; Segal et al., 2013) and
mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP; Niemiec, 2014a), in which participants are asked to
select a routine activity that they do every day in a mostly mindless way (e.g., brushing teeth,
washing hair, feeding pets) and conduct the routine activity each day mindfully, engaging their
full attention and senses.

Example

Common examples people choose for this activity include washing the dishes, vacuuming,
getting gas for their car, folding laundry, cutting the lawn, making dinner, and driving in traffic to
work. For Step 2, a person who has selected vacuuming might say that while they vacuumed
they attended to the whirling sound of the machine, noticed the smooth maneuvering of the
vacuum around furniture, and observed the clean streaks that the vacuum cleaner left in the
carpet.

|192| CSI 28: Imagined Conversation

Overview

It is a cliché to say that you already have the answers to many problems within you. We think
that we need expert advice or that we are deficient in knowledge of some kind; however,
research is showing that we have the capacity within us to be wise and to solve problems – more
than we realize.

Purpose

Boost the strength of perspective; reconnect with the wisdom within you.
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Steps

1. Select a minor problem that you are experiencing.
2. Close your eyes and imagine yourself having an inner dialogue about the problem with a

wise person in your life. Imagine the back and forth – your describing the problem, their
response, and the back and forth of the conversation.

3. When you conclude the conversation, write down your reactions.

Troubleshooting

Practice having the conversation with a different (imagined) wise person. Notice the different
advice, questions, or approach that this person offers you.

Tip

Another similar, effective approach is to do “imagined travel” in which you bring the problem to
your mind and imagine yourself traveling around the world to different places, situations, and
cultures and presenting your problem to people at each location. Learn from each place,
reflecting on the differences in life context and values (Gluck & Baltes, 2006; and used in MBSP,
Niemiec, 2014a).

Research

With over 20 years of wisdom research at the Berlin Wisdom Project, scientists have revealed a
number of practical strategies for boosting wisdom, or what is also referred to as perspective.
Researchers have found that direct, short-term interventions can be particularly effective, and
these include the two mentioned here. In imagined conversation, researchers found that wisdom-
related performance levels increased substantially (by almost one standard deviation) and equal
to a group of people who had the real-life conversation with a wise person! (Gluck & Baltes,
2006). A similar exercise, referred to usually as the inner advisor technique in which the
individual is encouraged to go on an inward journey to meet a wise person and have a
conversation with them, is a particularly effective strategy in the scientific and clinical practice of
hypnosis (e.g., Hammond, 1990).

|193| CSI 29: Activate Your Zest!

Overview

Structuring your daily life to include more activity, such as movement, exercise, pleasure, or
meaningful action is an important and successful way to feel good. In many instances of this zest
activation, the individual experiences benefits from the engagement in the activity itself and
from additional benefits that may happen to occur (e.g., if the person is with other people, in
nature, etc.).

Purpose

Build your strength of zest; increase your movement/exercise.
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Steps

1. Choose one physical activity you enjoy. There are a variety of types of activities that might
appeal to you. Consider the following types of action:

Balance: yoga, tai chi.
Cardiovascular: swimming, running, biking, skating, rigorous walking, light walking.
Strength-building: lifting weights, Pilates.
Sport: tennis, basketball, soccer.
Movement tracking: use a pedometer to track the steps you take each day. Activate
yourself to increase your steps each week.

2. Do the activity you choose according to a simple plan, for example, 15–30 minutes, 5 times
a week. Adjust the frequency and intensity to more or less based on the activity, your
previous level of exercise, and what best fits for you at this point in time.

3. Write about the experience, the feelings, and the benefit of doing the activity each time.

Troubleshooting

If the above activities do not resonate with you or you are already consistent with your level of
movement/exercise, then consider targeting activities in life that are pleasurable, engaging, or
meaningful (e.g., authentic happiness theory, Seligman, 2002). Other examples of behavioral
activation discussed by researchers include monitoring daily behavior, reviewing daily behavior,
scheduling daily activities, rating the degree of accomplishment during engaged activities,
exploring alternative behaviors related to goal-achievement, and scheduling leisure activities
(Mazzucchelli, Kane, & Rees, 2010).

Research

Zest is the character strength that moves us from depletion to vitality (Ryan & Deci, 2008), most
predicts work-as-a-calling (Peterson et al., 2009), and is repeatedly in the Top 2 strengths most
correlated with happiness (Buschor et al., 2013; Park et al., 2004; Proyer et al., 2011), and has
been found to cause happiness when targeted (Proyer et al., 2013). This particular exercise, a
form of behavioral activation, is one of the most established interventions in psychology. It has
consistently been useful in lowering depression and boosting well-being in nonclinical populations
(Mazzucchelli et al., 2010). A similar behavioral activation exercise was used to boost zest in an
intervention study that was found to cause happiness (Proyer et al., 2013). Behavioral activation
is such a successful approach it has been found to be superior to antidepressant medication for
symptom outcome, attrition rates, and side effects, and behavioral activation has been shown to
outperform cognitive therapy approaches (Dimidjian et al., 2006).

|194| CSI 30: Loving-Kindness Meditation

Overview

Loving-kindness practice, often called “metta,” is a type of meditation that involves generating
and directing one’s capacity for love/kindness toward oneself, toward other people, and toward
all living beings. The origins of this practice date back over 2,600 years to Buddhism. Modern day
scientists are just now beginning to uncover the benefits of this practice.
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Purpose

Boost the strength of love; improve self-care; boost compassion for others.

Steps

Loving-kindness involves directing mindfulness toward a specific character strength within you
(i.e., love), also referred to as “mindful strengths use” (Niemiec, 2014a). The standard practice
(Salzberg, 1995) is as follows:

1. Think of someone in your life whom you have felt deeply loved by. Reflect on a specific
situation in which you were fully and genuinely loved by that person.

2. Allow yourself to feel the love from that person in that situation as if it’s happening right
now. Open yourself to notice the feelings in your body.

3. Recite the following four lines of meditation, feeling and perhaps forming pleasant images
associated with each line:

May I be filled with loving-kindness,
May I be safe from inner and outer dangers,
May I be well in body and mind,
May I be at ease and happy.

Tips

After you become comfortable using the strategy to direct love inward to yourself, practice the
second level, which involves directing the love to a specific person (i.e., change the word “I” to
“you”), and then the third level of directing the love to “all beings.”

This is an important activity to use with clients in a counseling relationship and can help them
forge connections with themselves and with others (Leppma, 2012).

Research

The science of loving-kindness and related practices such as self-compassion have exploded in
the last two decades, in no small part to the work of Sharon Salzberg (1995) and Jack Kornfield
(1993), early pioneers of these practices, and more recently Kristin Neff and Christopher Germer
(2013). Neuroimaging studies suggest this meditation enhances brain regions dealing with
empathy and emotional processing (Hofmann, Grossman, & Hinton, 2011). Loving-kindness
meditation has been found to be beneficial in boosting positive emotions (Cohn & Fredrickson,
2010) and increasing personal resources, such as greater mindfulness, purpose, social support,
and decreased illness symptoms, which then increased life satisfaction and reduced depression
(Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, & Finkel, 2008). Brief loving-kindness meditation has also been
shown to boost social connection and positivity (Hutcherson, Seppala, & Gross, 2008), and led to
improvements in pain and psychological distress in chronic pain clients (Carson et al., 2005). The
work of Kristin Neff (2003; Neff, Rude, & Kirkpatrick, 2007; Neff & Vonk, 2009) on similar
practices around self-compassion has also revealed many positive results, such as feelings of
happiness, optimism and curiosity; decreased anxiety, depression, and rumination; fewer feelings
of failure and inferiority; less self-criticism, perfectionism, anger and closed-mindedness; more
emotional intelligence and wisdom; and improved initiative and mastery of goals.

|195| CSI 31: Gift of Time
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Overview

Positive relationships are viewed as the royal road to happiness – they bring benefit to us and
others, allowing us to express intimacy, tend to others’ needs, and be cared for by others. They
facilitate joy, playfulness, and a variety of other positive emotions and character strengths. This
kindness activity opens the door of opportunity for enhancing relationship connections.

Purpose

Boost kindness; practice social intelligence; nurture positive relationships.

Steps

1. Name three people that you care about that you would like to connect with this week.
2. Offer each of these three people your gift of time by spending time with them. This might

involve helping them, talking with them, or doing an activity with them. For each of these
meetings, be sure that each is in addition to your already-planned activities for the week.

3. In each instance, express your signature strengths while you are offering the gift of time to
the person.

Research

This activity was originally used in positive psychotherapy as championed by Tayyab Rashid
(2015). Positive psychotherapy, as a 14-week program, has been shown to be beneficial in
lowering depression in both individual and group psychotherapy compared to treatment as usual
and a control group, respectively (Seligman et al., 2006). Several additional studies reveal
positive effects (see Rashid, 2015, for a review). This intervention was separated out from
positive psychotherapy and boosted happiness and decreased depression as a stand-alone
intervention (Gander et al., 2013). Rashid (2015) argues that using signature strengths during
the gift of time helps clients “pursue meaning and purpose by using their strengths, such as
strengthening close interpersonal and communal relationships or pursuing artistic, intellectual, or
scientific innovations or philosophical or religious contemplation” (p. 9).

|196| CSI 32: Pay it Forward

Overview

Most people immediately understand that if they are being asked to “pay it forward” that it
means to commit a random act of kindness for someone. This activity, popularized by a movie
from 2000 of the same name, is viewed as an adaptive strategy that is mutually beneficial for the
giver and receiver. Only recently has this activity undergone study by scientists.

Purpose

Boost kindness; contribute to the betterment of others.

Steps
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1. Commit a random act of kindness that brings benefit to others and is not done so that you
can receive a favor in return.

2. Set up a plan to regularly commit a kind act, e.g., once a day or once a week. Make an effort
to vary your activities, allowing some to be spontaneous and some to be planned, in order
to keep the actions fresh and energizing and not feel forced or contrived.

Tip

An additional feature to add to this exercise is to count your kindness. Counting kind acts has
been the subject of intervention studies. In one study, participants (mostly Japanese women)
were asked to keep track of their kindness behaviors toward others each day for 1 week and this
led to increases in gratitude, happiness, and happier memories (Otake et al., 2006). In a
randomized, placebo-controlled study, the counting kindness intervention increased happiness
and decreased depression (Gander et al., 2013).

Troubleshooting

If your frequency of random acts of kindness no longer feels energizing or genuine, then consider
taking a break for a week or a month and return to it in the future.

Research

Researchers argue that there is a reciprocal relationship between kindness and happiness (Otake
et al., 2006). An important study by Baker and Bulkley (2014) examined the underlying
motivation for reciprocity with paying it forward – in order words, do people pay kindness forward
because they want to help or because they know others are watching and want to be seen as
generous and then be more likely to receive help in the future? Positive emotion or
reputation/self-interest? What they found was that paying it forward has stronger and more
lasting effects, whereas kindness for self-interest benefitted in the short run but waned over
time.

A study with children (aged 9–11 years) discovered that those who performed three acts of
kindness per week for 4 weeks showed improved well-being and experienced significant
increases in peer acceptance, i.e., popularity (Layous, Nelson, Oberle, Schonert-Reichl, &
Lyubomirsky, 2012). In another study, students performed random kind acts for 1.5 hours and
experienced a wide range of benefits, including higher positive emotions and lower negative
emotions (Pressman et al., 2015). In addition, the majority of students who followed up having
received kind acts reported that they would also perform a kind act and almost 40% stated that
they already had. Lefevor and Fowers (2016) examined kindness (defined as the VIA trait) and
agreeableness (defined as the Big 5 trait) in a “helping” situation and found that only kindness
predicted the helping behavior.

|197| CSI 33: Prosocial Spending

Overview

It is interesting to consider how spending money can be a booster for well-being. First and
foremost, we spend money on basic necessities such as food, housing, clothing, caregiving for
children, and gas for vehicles. Then, there is discretionary money or what some refer to as
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disposable money, such as money used for purchasing vacations, special events, extra electronic
devices, jewelry, and other material possessions. This exercise relates to thinking through
optimal strategies for the latter type of income.

Purpose

Kindness (generosity); money management; boosting well-being.

Steps

1. Determine a small amount of discretional money that you would like to spend.
2. Consider a way you can express kindness/generosity to another person and engage in a

shared experience.
3. Spend the money on the experience with one or more people, e.g., going to a concert or

sporting event together.

Tip

When in doubt about what to spend your money on, purchase experiences rather than
possessions (Mann & Gilovich, 2016).

Research

Caprariello and Reis (2013) found across four studies that the inclusion of others was critical to
the happiness people experience when they spend money. They found that spending money on
shared social experiences was superior to spending money on experiences people have by
themselves or spending money on material possessions. Other research has supported these
findings, showing that well-being is boosted by spending a small amount of money on someone
else, e.g., friend, stranger, charity (Dunn, Aknin, & Norton, 2008, 2014).

|198| CSI 34: Enhance Teamwork Through Role Matching

Overview

Optimal teams can flourish when each team member is contributing from their capacity of energy
and strength. To this end, a new model of role behavior on teams has been uncovered with the
following seven team roles: idea creator, information gatherer, decision-maker, implementer,
influencer, relationship manager, and energizer.

Purpose

Understand your unique role that can contribute to your team; align character strengths use with
your team role; facilitate greater energy and productivity at work.

Steps

1. Review the descriptions of the seven roles below. Identify your two strongest roles. Be sure
to consider the kinds of things you like doing as you carry out your job and your main
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function at work or volunteering.
2. Consider how you can more fully deploy your signature strengths to maximize each specific

role.
3. How might you offer unique contributions on your team through one or both of these roles?
4. Speak with your supervisor or manager about potentially engaging in some job sculpting. Is

there any adjustment to your work that can be done to maximize your use of these two
roles?

5. As you work with your team, whenever possible and appropriate, try to focus your energy on
your highest two roles.

Research

These seven roles were conceived by Neal Mayerson, chairman of the VIA Institute, as essential
functions of a strong team, followed by expert review and feedback. An assessment tool was
then created for these roles for the purposes of testing their existence, distinctiveness, and
relation to the 24 character strengths (Ruch, Gander, Platt, & Hofmann, 2016). These researchers
found these team roles were positively related to job satisfaction and to most of the character
strengths. An algorithm was created looking at one’s entire character strengths profile in order to
predict the most engaging role to the least engaging role based on VIA Survey results. Successful
role matching was achieved with the algorithm; however, it is done by examining the totality of
one’s character strengths profile and is not as simple as matching specific character strengths to
specific roles.

Idea creator: enjoys generating ideas to solve problems and facilitate growth. Innovates,
reframes, renews, even revolutionizes.
Information gatherer: enjoys learning about best practices, competitors, and information to
help one’s employer. Shares what is learned at team meetings, in writing/presenting.
Decision maker: energized by analyzing information from various perspectives, weighing
evidence, applying logic, and choosing a fruitful course of action.
Implementer: executes decisions. Is the “doer” in the team and may be the one who
manufactures, markets, sells, or delivers.
Influencer: optimistic and enthusiastic, relishes the challenge of convincing others. Helps to
weather opposition and rejection working to persuade customers, investors, etc.
Relationship manager: helps to build networks of people, resolve team conflicts, and
motivates and encourages people. Good listeners with caring hearts and practical advice.
Energizer: infects others with the energy and enthusiasm to persevere. Hums briskly
through obstacles, rarely burning out, quarter to quarter and year to year.

|199| CSI 35: Boosting Humility

Overview

Humility is an underappreciated character strength, hence is often referred to as the quiet virtue
(Worthington, 2007). But, since the publication of the VIA classification, research has exploded in
the field of humility revealing a number of benefits to oneself and others, especially benefits to
boosting social relationships in a positive way. Researchers have primed subjects to be humble
with success over recent years but this activity offers more detailed exploration strategies for
enhancing this “underdog” strength.
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Purpose

Boost humility; build other character strengths; improve social relationships.

Steps

Researchers have tested and shown that the PROVE model (an acronym for the first letters of
each of the 5 activities below; Lavelock et al., 2014a, 2014b) is effective in boosting humility,
among other benefits. This model involves numerous exploration activities at each step (it
usually takes 7.5 hours to complete). The steps below come directly from those used by these
researchers; however, they have been substantially abbreviated to one activity per step.

1. Pick a time when you weren’t humble. Describe a specific situation, in detail, in which you
were not humble. Consider a 3rd party observer to offer some objectivity to your story and
to get some distance on it. Elaborate on the details from the observer’s perspective. What is
different between the two stories?

2. Remember the place of your abilities and achievements within the big picture. Write about a
time when you accomplished something. Describe your feelings, thoughts, and actions
before, during, and after the accomplishment. Now, consider what you could have done
before, during, and after the event to treat it with humility.

3. Open yourself and be adaptable. Write about a time when you did something humble in the
interest of somebody else. Describe your feelings and actions. How did you feel afterward
expressing humility (or after refraining from being prideful/selfish)? Would you describe your
actions as “down to earth,” level-headed, supportive, wise? How so?

4. Value all things to lower self-focus. Make a list of five things that you realize you should
value more and describe why. Consider a situation that most people would view as negative.
Write about why this situation could still be considered valuable.

5. Examine your limitations and commit to a humble lifestyle. Write a letter to yourself, about
yourself. Write about your character strengths and write about your limitations and the
barriers to your humility. Be as accurate as possible. Review the letter and your insights
from the preceding steps and summarize how you will hold on to humility moving forward in
your daily life, at times of achievement, and at challenging times.

Research

In a research study that randomly assigned participants to complete a humility workbook
(Lavelock et al., 2014a), a longer form of the steps above, or to a control group, only the group
that deliberately focused on humility was able to boost this strength, and, in addition, the
humility group increased in forgiveness and patience and decreased in general negativity
(Lavelock et al., 2014b). The researchers explain that the foundations for the workbook come
from multiple sources, most especially from Tangney (2005) and from Peterson and Seligman
(2004).

|200| CSI 36: Engaging With Beauty

Overview

Many people go through life with blinders on, missing the details of life. There is a reason why
the motto, “stop and smell the roses,” is a well-worn phrase. Researchers have begun to examine
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the different types of beauty that inspire people. Beauty in nature can inspire the emotion of
awe, beauty in art and skill can inspire admiration, and the witnessing of beauty in positive acts
of human behavior can inspire elevation. Elevation, it turns out, can lead people to be motivated
to do something good for others.

Purpose

Boost appreciation of beauty/excellence; improve engagement with the surrounding world.

Steps

Create what researchers refer to as a “beauty log.” Identify and describe three aspects of beauty.

1. One time each day look for beauty in one of the following three forms of beauty.
Describe something you felt was beautiful that is from nature.
Describe something you felt was beautiful that is human-made (e.g., arts and crafts).
Describe something you felt was beautiful in human behavior (e.g., acts of goodness).

2. Describe the beauty you witnessed by writing a few sentences about it in a journal.

Research

Diessner and colleagues (2006) found that this intervention when compared with a control group
boosted hope and engagement with moral beauty in those that kept the beauty log. Research
also shows that daily beauty walks increase awareness of natural beauty (Diessner et al., 2015).
Engagement with the third form of beauty noted above, also known as moral beauty, elicits the
emotion of elevation, and has been shown to reveal many positive effects especially involving
increases in altruism and prosocial behavior (e.g., Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Aquino, McFerran, &
Laven, 2011; Cox, 2010; Thomson et al., 2014).

|201| CSI 37: Three Good Things

Overview

This gratitude exercise involves counting one’s blessings. People fall prey to habits and routines
and can quickly overlook the good things that take place during the day. When we slow down to
look at the details of our life, we begin to understand that it is the little things that matter. This
exercise invites you to reflect on the little things – small, positive things that occur during the
day.

Purpose

Boost gratitude; appreciate the nuances and details of daily interactions; take the “blinders” off
to look more closely at life.

Steps

1. At the end of the day, reflect back on what went well.
2. Write down three things that went well and why they went well.
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3. Maintain this as a gratitude journal for at least 1 week.

Tip

In order to get the most out of this exercise, commit to never repeating anything you write about
in your gratitude journal. Then, if you engage in this activity each day for 1 year you will have
well over 1,000 unique expressions of gratitude. That will certainly expand this character
strength in you!

Research

This exercise helps people overcome adaptation/habituation and increases the meaning of good
acts. In a randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled study, this exercise led to increases in
happiness and decreases in depression for 6 months (Seligman et al., 2005). This exercise was
significantly beneficial in boosting happiness in older adults (Proyer, Gander, et al., 2014a), and
in supporting health and decreasing negative emotions (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). An
important factor with this particular exercise is the voluntary nature of the activity (i.e.,
participants wanting to do it on their own): One study showed that participants who engaged in
the activity for 1 week and continued on their own fared better than those who were instructed to
do the activity for 2 weeks (Gander et al., 2013). Another important factor is frequency: People
who counted their blessings once a week reported being happier than those who counted their
blessings three times a week (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

|202| CSI 38: Gratitude Letter/Visit

Overview

The practice of gratitude has emerged as a character strength that can be boosted fairly easily
and with several positive benefits. There are many activities surrounding gratitude. This is one of
the most commonly discussed, researched, and applied.

Purpose

Boost gratitude; appreciate the contribution others have had on your life; boost a positive
relationship.

Steps

1. Think of someone who has had a positive influence on your life and you are grateful to but
you have not properly thanked.

2. Write a letter to them describing your feelings and why you are grateful for them.
3. Optional. If appropriate and plausible, deliver the letter to the person and consider reading it

to them in their presence.

Troubleshooting

This is actually two interventions in one activity and each involves the use of multiple character
strengths. The letter-writing activity alone is beneficial. To deliver the letter is another activity
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that requires bravery and probably many other strengths, such as zest, social intelligence, love,
and perspective. Before delivering and reading your gratitude letter to someone, it is important
to consider if this is necessary and appropriate for you to do. In addition, be prepared for any
kind of reaction. While indeed the delivery and reading of a letter like this can be profoundly
beneficial to the recipient, the writer, and the relationship, there is no guarantee that it will be
positive. Some people expect nothing but a positive response to their heart-felt words but are left
disappointed when they encounter a person who doesn’t know how to handle such a novel
experience. Discussing the pros and cons of delivering the letter with a trusted confidant or
practitioner can be a good preliminary step to delivering it.

Research

In a gold-standard research study of five positive psychology interventions and a placebo group,
those participants randomly placed in a group to write a gratitude letter experienced the
strongest initial increase in happiness, although the levels of happiness returned to baseline as
the study progressed (Seligman et al., 2005). Just like some people take an antianxiety pill when
they need a quick dose of calmness (e.g., before going on an airplane), this exercise might be
useful for those clients looking for a quick boost in happiness.

One study found that those who wrote a gratitude letter experienced a higher level of humility
than those who performed a neutral activity (Kruse, Chancellor, Ruberton, & Lyubomirsky, 2014).
Other studies have examined the conditions in which writing gratitude letters can be helpful. In
one study, those who wrote gratitude letters each week for 8 weeks had a boost in happiness
only if the person had an intrinsic desire to become happier (Lyubomirsky et al., 2011).

|203| CSI 39: Three Funny Things

Overview

Humor is a character strength that is connected with life pleasure and happiness. It is frequently
viewed as a lubricant for good social relationships.

Purpose

Boost humor; enhance a social relationship.

Steps

1. At the end of the day, reflect on the funniest things you experienced during the day.
2. Write about three funny things that happened to you during the day. Explain why these

funny things occurred and describe your feelings in each instance.
3. Complete this exercise each day for 1 week.

Tip

Be sure to write about the details of each humor incident – the people who were involved, what
you said or didn’t say, nonverbal expressions, and the environment and circumstances you were
in.
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Research

In a gold-standard study, this intervention boosted happiness and decreased depression in
participants (Gander et al., 2013). The reason for this, it was argued, is that humor boosts
amusement which can help buffer negatives states and experiences. A later study found this
exercise boosted happiness for 6 months and had a short-term effect on depression (Wellenzohn
et al., 2016a). In a group of older adults, this particular exercise led to a reduction in depression
(Proyer, Gander, et al., 2014a).

|204| CSI 40: Cultivating Sacred Moments

Overview

Spirituality has been defined by scientists as the search for the sacred (Pargament & Mahoney,
2002). This inclusive definition refers to the many secular and nonsecular ways a person might
connect with the transcendent, which might be nature, God, a higher power, all of life, and so on.
Although sacred moments often emerge spontaneously, this activity takes the approach of
deliberate cultivation of sacred moments. This is an exercise of “mindful strengths use” (Niemiec,
2014a), as mindfulness is directed toward a particular character strength, in this case, the
strength of spirituality. Examples of the feeling of connection with the transcendent may be
described as awe, elevation, compassion, gratitude, inner peace, amazement, purpose,
meaningfulness, interconnection with others, union with God/higher power/nature.

Purpose

Enhance spirituality strength; experience the transcendent in everyday life; sanctify a special
object.

Steps

1. Practice mindful breathing for at least 5 minutes per day for 3 days.
2. Choose an object that you can appreciate as precious, dear, blessed, cherished, and/or holy.
3. Spend a minimum of 5 minutes a day (5 days a week for 3 weeks), slowing down and

practicing mindful breathing, and then shifting your attention to the sacred object. Be open
to what is sacred in the moment.

Troubleshooting

If you have trouble selecting an object to focus on, choose something straightforward such as
your wedding ring, necklace, religious icon, or other symbol of a ceremony you completed. Other
common examples include small statues or figures, meaningful photographs, mementos from
trips, spiritual books, and other jewelry. If you continue to struggle to choose a tangible object,
choose a nontangible one, such as a personal mantra, a quotation, or a meaningful memory.
Note that the object is meant not as an object of attachment but as a stepping stone for well-
being (Goldstein, 2007).

Research
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This cultivating sacred moments exercise was created by Goldstein (2007) and found to boost
well-being. Researchers have studied sacred moments in the therapist–client psychotherapy
relationship and found that 55% of therapists who described an important moment in their work
with a client would describe the moment as “sacred;” this, in turn was strongly related to
improvements in the therapeutic relationship, perceived client improvement, and work
motivation (Pargament, Lomax, McGee, & Fang, 2014). Spiritual meditation using mantas has
been found to boost positive mood and spirituality and to lower anxiety compared with a
relaxation group and a group that practiced secular mantras (Wachholtz & Pargament, 2005).

|205| Positive Relationships

Introduction
Positive relationships, often viewed as “the royal road to happiness,” are emphasized in this
section. Character strengths offer a pivotal pathway for creating, enhancing, and recovering
positive relationships. Many of the activities in this section are framed toward an intimate, long-
term relationship such as a marriage or committed, long-term relationship. But, these exercises
are about building positive and healthy relationships, thus can be beneficial for any close
relationship, in most cases with minor adjustments.

Contents

CSI 41: Character Strengths Appreciation

CSI 42: Love Letter

CSI 43: Turn Your Strengths Other-Oriented

CSI 44: Mindful Listening and Speaking

CSI 45: Healthy, Fair Fighting

CSI 46: Subtract Then Add

CSI 47: Perspective-Taking

CSI 48: Compliment Review

CSI 49: Positive Reminiscence With Strengths

CSI 50: Counting the Good in Your Relationship

|206| CSI 41: Character Strengths Appreciation

Overview

The “Michelangelo phenomenon” refers to how people in close relationships influence and sculpt
each other, bringing one another closer to his or her ideal self (Drigotas, Rusbult, Wieselquist, &
Whitton, 1999; Rusbult, Kumashiro, Kubacka, & Finkel, 2009). This is named after the Italian
painter/sculptor who famously described sculpting as a process of revealing and uncovering the
figure(s) hidden in the stone. This “sculpting” occurs slowly with each interaction of the couple.
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Aligned with this is the value of couples understanding and appreciating one another’s signature
strengths, which can be viewed as core elements of the ideal self. This exercise takes a step
beyond recognizing another person’s strengths, extending this to offering an appreciation for
that person’s best qualities.

Purpose

Offering insights to others; boosting a positive relationship; signature-strengths-spotting and -
appreciating.

Steps

1. Identify three of your partner’s best character strengths.
2. Write down a recent admirable incident in which your partner displayed each of these

strengths. How were you seeing the strength expressed?
3. Express appreciation. Share with your partner what you wrote, explaining why their

character strength use is important to you and valued by you. For example, it may make
you feel more emotionally attracted to them, more committed in the relationship, or happier
in the relationship with them. Appreciation can also be expressed nonverbally.

Tip

Consider practicing this activity across the domains of your life, such as with your best friend,
your teenager, and your work colleague.

Research

The first two steps were originally suggested for couples by Seligman (2002), who echoing the
relationship research of John Gottman around fanning the embers of fondness and admiration
(Gottman & Silver, 1999), stated that it was his version of his favorite exercise. The third step
was added because of the importance of appreciation in close relationships.

The science of appreciation in relationships is gaining momentum revealing numerous benefits
to concepts such as savoring and gratitude (Adler & Fagley, 2005; Bao & Lyubomirsky, 2013;
Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2012). The foundation for this activity is studies by Kashdan and
colleagues (2017) that have highlighted the value of character strengths appreciation, finding
that those couples who recognized and appreciated one another’s character strengths had higher
relationship satisfaction, belonging, autonomy, sexual satisfaction, and relationship commitment.
This research also found that less relationship satisfaction was associated with those who
perceived their partner’s strengths use as difficult or draining for the partner or causing
problems/conflicts in the relationship. This finding speaks to the potential negative impact of
strengths overuse/underuse.

Research on ideal self/real self is also relevant here, such as the work around the Michelangelo
phenomenon, which found strong associations between perceived partner affirmation and
movement toward the ideal self and the couple’s well-being (Drigotas et al., 1999; Rusbult et al.,
2009). In addition, correlational research on ideal self and real self also relates here. Researchers
found that across cultures (US, Russia, and China) individuals’ actual self-concept was closer to
their ideal self when their autonomy was supported by their partners (Lynch, La Guardiab, &
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Ryan, 2009). In other words, it is important to have people in your life who affirm you and
encourage you to be your true, best self.

|207| CSI 42: Love Letter

Overview

The character strength of love is an obvious quality that applies in our close relationships;
however, it is easy to assume this strength is present and to take it for granted. Finding ways to
express warmth, care, deep positive regard, and authentic appreciation to those we love is
important for us, the giver, to express, and for the receiver to hear and experience.

Purpose

Boost love; improve mood; boost a positive relationship.

Steps

1. Think about the love you have for your relationship partner.
2. Write a brief love letter to this person. In the letter, tell your loved one about your love for

him or her, offering your thoughts, feelings, and examples. Also, consider linking your love
to something that happened today or recently.

Tip

This exercise was originally broader than this, inviting people to consider any person that they
loved (Lavy et al., 2014a). Consider this activity for other categories of love in addition to
romantic love, such as family love, friendship love, parent–child love, and even agape love.

Research

In one study, participants were randomly assigned to this love letter intervention or to one of two
control groups. The intervention group who engaged in this activity of strengths deployment
experienced an enhancement of their mood the following day (Lavy et al., 2014a). These results
emphasize the role of character strengths use in reducing negative affect and these researchers
term this a “mood-repair strategy” because of the causal effect of daily strengths use on mood
the following day. In another study of couples by these researchers, character strengths
endorsement and use were found to contribute to both partners’ life satisfaction (Lavy et al.,
2014b). They suggest from this research that the lack of opportunity for strengths use can impair
the health of a relationship and that therefore the discovery of new ways to use strengths in
one’s close relationship is of substantial importance.

The writing of love letters to family, friends, and even those whom one is in conflict with is an
activity frequently discussed by the prolific mindfulness teacher Thich Nhat Hanh (2001) as a way
to promote peace, understanding, and conflict resolution.

|208| CSI 43: Turn Your Strengths Other-Oriented
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Overview

A crucial factor in the success of a character strengths activity is matching the activity to the
right context. This exercise aims to direct a character strength outward toward others and within
the context of one’s close, intimate relationship. It involves taking any character strength and
conceptualizing it as a pathway that can be used to bring benefit to the relationship.

Purpose

Find new ways to express character strengths; prioritize character strengths over applying skills
in a close relationship.

Steps

1. Choose one of your signature strengths.
2. Think about how you can direct this strength toward your relationship partner. How might

you clearly express this strength in a way that they would appreciate? How might you
understand your partner better or perceive their behaviors more accurately? What benefit
might you bring them by using this strength?

3. Undertake an action that will make your strength other-oriented.
4. Repeat the process for a second signature strength.

Research

Researchers have found support for this exercise: If character strengths can be enacted as
relationship virtues, there is a positive influence on relationship communication and adjustment
(Veldorale-Brogan et al., 2010). Fowers (2000) has suggested that couples should move beyond
learning skills (e.g., communication skills), which frequently do not translate into the home life,
and instead bring forth character strengths such as generosity, fairness, forgiveness, acceptance,
and appreciation.

Example

Some character strengths are automatically other-oriented, such as kindness, fairness, and
teamwork, but explicitly working with questions from these “obvious” relationship strengths –
how might you view your relationship as a “team”? or how might you deliberately bring kindness
to your partner today? – can reveal new insights. Other strengths might be less clear to make
other-oriented yet are equally important, for example, curiosity can be used to ask your partner
new questions. Social intelligence, which can be tricky to apply, can be used by being on the
lookout for your partner’s emotions and by responding to their feelings with care and sensitivity.

|209| CSI 44: Mindful Listening and Speaking

Overview

Mindfulness can be applied to any action we take in our daily lives, and one of the more
challenging domains for mindfulness is our communication; namely, the practice of mindful
speech and mindful listening. Mindful speech means to speak in an honest way that is concise,
specific, direct, and from the heart. This involves letting go of speaking in tangents, disclaimers,
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hurtful comments, and repeating oneself. Mindful listening means to offer full attention to the
speaker with genuine kindness/compassion. This involves setting aside the impulse to react or to
think of what one wants to say next.

Purpose

Improve mindful communication; connect deeply with a loved one; practice really “seeing” and
“hearing” another human being.

Steps

This exercise involves a couple carving out about 15 minutes for this practice. As a preliminary
step, the couple is invited to agree on some basic rules: set aside all electronic devices, turn off
or move any distractions, sit together in a quiet space where you can be alone together, and
refrain from talking when the other person is talking. Flip a coin to determine who speaks first. A
time-frame is given in parentheses for each part of this exercise.

1. Person A speaks while Person B listens. Person A practices the principles of mindful speech
and shares something from his or her day that happened: some positive, negative, or
neutral event; or some new awareness or use of character strengths. Person B practices the
principles of mindful listening. (5 minutes)

2. Switch roles. Person B is the mindful speaker and Person A is the mindful listener. (5
minutes)

3. Open-ended practice of mindful communication back-and-forth. During this time, the couple
continues the dialogue, practicing mindful speech and mindful listening. This phase more
closely simulates typical, real-world interactions, but carries forward the practices from the
previous steps. (5 minutes)

4. If desired by both parties, repeat the steps above or conclude for the day.

Research

The steps of this exercise are taken directly from Mindfulness and Character Strengths. Mindful
speech and mindful listening are practiced each week in the mindfulness-based strengths
practice (MBSP) program (Niemiec, 2014a), which has shown to improve well-being (Ivtzan et al.,
2016; Niemiec & Lissing, 2016). This mindfulness approach is derived from the work and mindful
living principles of Thich Nhat Hanh (1979, 1993, 2009).

|210| CSI 45: Healthy, Fair Fighting

Overview

Conflicts and fights within intimate relationships are inevitable. To maintain a successful
relationship, couples can learn different strategies based on how severe the particular problem is
in their relationship. In other words, the management of little problems and of big problems
seems to require very different approaches. Couples can learn to communicate and solve
problems well (what some refer to as “fair fighting”).

Purpose
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Learn skillful responding rather than habitual reacting in your relationship; improve conflict
management; find character strengths balance.

Steps

1. Identify a conflict or problem in your relationship.
2. Determine whether the conflict/problem is minor or major. Ultimately, is the problem trivial,

such as your partner forgetting to put the dishes away or watching too much television the
previous night, or is the problem serious, such as your partner has been unfaithful to you or
has avoided facing their addiction?

3. Use your character strengths to take action that is balanced and appropriate.
Minor problem: Use forgiveness to “let go” of the little things. For trivial problems, it
can be counterproductive to “fly off the handle,” express strong anger, and place
blame, especially if done every time.
Major problem: Use bravery to be direct and confrontational for the big things. For
serious problems, sharing genuine and strong emotion for how the behavior impacted
you and to directly confront the person about their behavior can be productive for the
relationship.

4. Caveat: This exercise also begs for the use of a metastrength, such as perspective/wisdom
and/or social intelligence, because the above formula won’t fit every couple’s unique
situation, relationship history, and problem severity. Not every serious situation will benefit
from confrontation, and, at the same time, not every trivial problem should be let go of. The
preceding steps should be viewed as a starting point, offering some general advice and
strategies to consider applying in your unique situation as appropriate.

Research

This activity is based on correlational research by McNulty and Russell (2010), who conducted
two longitudinal studies of newlyweds investigating problem-solving behaviors. They found that
the approach the couple used with a particular severity level of a given problem affected
relationship satisfaction. Direct approaches predicted higher satisfaction if the problem was
major; whereas those same approaches predicted relationship dissatisfaction if the problem was
minor. They suggest that couples dealing with minor problems may benefit from avoiding direct
negative behaviors, whereas couples handling more serious problems may benefit from using
direct negative behaviors (which they noted with examples such as blaming – “You drink too
much,” commanding – “You have to stop drinking,” and rejection – “You are selfish for drinking
too much”). They found that indirect negative behaviors related to less relationship satisfaction,
regardless of the severity of the problem. Examples of indirect communication they mention
include: avoidance – “I’m not the one who drinks too much,” insinuation – “Have you ever heard
of drinking in moderation?,” and presumption – “You must not love me.”

|211| CSI 46: Subtract Then Add

Overview

What would your life be like without one of your best relationships? Hard to imagine, perhaps
even painful or unbelievable. Give it a try and then supercharge the activity with an extra dose of
appreciation.
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Purpose

Boost a positive relationship; deepen gratitude/appreciation; build perspective about a
meaningful relationship.

Steps

1. Name an important, positive relationship in your life. This could be an intimate partner, a
close friend, your child, or someone else you’re close to.

2. Imagine your life without that person in it. Picture this clearly. Notice the impact of what this
would be like. How would your life be different? How do you feel?

3. Write a letter to that person describing how important they are to you. What do they mean
to you? Why and how are they important to you?

4. Be sure to name and explain their character strengths in the letter.
5. When you finish the letter, reflect back on the character strengths you personally activated.

Research

This activity combines two successful positive interventions. The first part, mental subtraction,
has been shown to boost well-being (Ang et al., 2015; Koo et al., 2008), while the second part,
the addition of a gratitude letter, was found to give a substantial boost to happiness in the short-
run (Seligman et al., 2005).

|212| CSI 47: Perspective-Taking

Overview

Wise interventions are simple interventions that target an underlying psychological issue in a
specific context (Walton, 2014). This activity addresses the deeper issue while supporting
couples in conflict management. It is referred to as a 7-minute relationship activity.

Purpose

Boost the strength of perspective; improve conflict management; preserve the quality of a close
relationship.

Steps

1. Consider a conflict you have in your intimate relationship.
2. Reflect on how a neutral third party “who wants the best for all” would view the conflict in

the relationship. Write down these views.
3. Discuss what you wrote about with your relationship partner. Discuss how you and your

partner might adopt this perspective in future conflicts. If you each complete this exercise,
then compare notes and look for synergies.

4. Discuss the character strengths each of you will need to deploy to take this perspective and
to undertake the subsequent action.

Research
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Finkel, Slotter, Luchies, Walton, and Gross (2013) studied this intervention, asking couples to
take 7 minutes every 4 months (for 1 year) to discuss and plan around what a hypothetical,
neutral third party might say to a relationship conflict. This exercise was intended to forestall the
vicious circle of negative emotion (i.e., anger) that can occur between couples in conflicts. In
their randomized, controlled trial, the control group declined in marital quality (level of love,
satisfaction, intimacy, trust, passion), whereas the intervention group stabilized. The character
strengths element is added here to offer a pathway for couples to take productive action.

|213| CSI 48: Compliment Review

Overview

The giving and receiving of compliments is an important exchange in relationships. Some
relationship partners will experience a stronger benefit from receiving a compliment than others.
This is related to the importance of seeing the character strengths in your relationship partner
and expressing appreciation for the strengths. There are benefits to character strengths
appreciation but who benefits most, to what degree, in what way, and in what situation are
underexplored areas.

Purpose

Create a balanced and positive relationship; a tool for those with low confidence or self-esteem;
boost strengths appreciation.

Steps

1. Consider a compliment from your romantic partner.
2. Write about why your partner admired you and describe what the compliment meant to you

and its significance for your relationship.
3. What specific character strengths was your partner seeing and appreciating in you (even if

they didn’t use the exact language of the VIA classification at the time)?

Research

Marigold, Holmes, and Ross (2007, 2010) theorized that those with low self-esteem are quick to
dismiss compliments as not having meaning. This activity taps into that underlying psychological
issue, offering a correction and a simple, positive pathway forward (hence, falling in the category
of a wise intervention; Walton, 2014). Marigold and colleagues found that this activity led to an
increase in feeling secure in the relationship in the short-run and long-run, which in turn helped
to manage the fear of rejection. Participants also reported valuing their relationship more,
behaved more positively toward their partners (as reported by the partners), and viewed the
partner as behaving more positively.

In a study with dating couples, those with low self-esteem benefited from the spotting of new
strengths in themselves or the spotting of faults in their partner. This increased their feelings of
security in regard to their perception of their partner’s commitment and positive regard as well
as increased positive general feelings of their own worth (Murray et al., 2005).
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There is also emerging research on the benefits to relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction,
relationship commitment, and the meeting of psychological needs for those couples who
recognize and appreciate the character strengths of one another (Kashdan et al., 2017). In
addition, couples who endorse character strengths and deploy them in their relationship have
higher relationship satisfaction (Lavy et al., 2014b).

|214| CSI 49: Positive Reminiscence With Strengths

Overview

The science and practice of savoring is an important area within positive psychology. Savoring
means to deliberately prolong the positive. You might be experiencing a positive emotion or a
character strength and you take action to keep the emotion or strength present and strong. This
exercise is one of many to develop savoring.

Purpose

Apply savoring to a close relationship; enhance positive memories.

Steps

1. Bring one positive relationship to mind. This can be a previous or current relationship.
Choose someone that you are or were close to.

2. Allow yourself to reexperience pleasant memories you had with the person. Image clearly
the memories and positive stories that involve the person.

3. Use your character strengths to intensify the memories, for example, using curiosity to
explore, creativity to consider the positive memory from different perspectives, and love
and gratitude to experience positive emotions in the moment.

4. Journal about your experience and thoughts on these questions:
What stood out most to you in your positive reminiscence?
What is it like to savor a relationship?
What are the elements that made the relationship strong?
How did you feel in the relationship?
What did the person see in you? (try to use character strengths in your description)
What character strengths did you see in them?

Research

The scientific support for savoring is outlined in the seminal book on the topic by Bryant and
Veroff (2007). Savoring interventions can focus on the past (reminiscence), the present, and the
future (anticipation). This particular exercise, focusing on the past, has revealed higher levels of
well-being for those who savored compared with those who did not savor (Bryant et al., 2005).
Also, Pinquart and Forstmeier (2012) showed that prompts can be used to catalyze positive
reminiscence.

|215| CSI 50: Counting the Good in Your Relationship
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Overview

Little things matter. It is easy to repeat this adage but much harder to follow, especially when it
comes to our close relationships.

Purpose

Build a positive relationship; boost gratitude for another person.

Steps

1. Observe and take note of the positive things that your partner does for you or others.
2. For 1 week, at the end of each day, write down (at least) one good thing your partner did

that day. Write about the following:
Describe what they did.
What character strengths were they using? How did they express them?
How did your partner’s action impact you or others?

3. Track these good things each day for 1 week.

Research

This exercise is a variation of the gratitude exercise called counting blessings, which has been
shown to increase happiness and decrease depression (Gander et al., 2013; Seligman et al.,
2005). Counting blessings has been shown to benefit well-being across different studies and in
various populations, ranging from medical to psychiatric problems (Emmons & McCullough, 2003;
Froh, Sefick, & Emmons, 2008; Huffman et al., 2014).

|216| Resilience (Problem Management)

Introduction
The exercises in this section are captured well by the words of Helen Keller who observed, “When
one door of happiness closes, another opens; but often we look so long at the closed door that
we do not see the one which has been opened for us.” Every client, whether a student,
employee, coachee, or patient, has problems and life challenges. Often, it never occurs to clients
to strategically involve their character strengths in seeking resolution or healing. Yet, research is
showing that character strengths play an important role as coping strategies for stress (Gustems-
Carnicer & Calderón, 2016; Harzer & Ruch, 2015). This section offers CSIs to help people manage
problems and conflicts in life. Common exercises that seamlessly integrate strengths involve
reframing challenges, finding benefit in struggles, perspective-taking, seeing the common
humanity in others, and using character strengths to find balance.

Contents
CSI 51: Believing Change Is Possible

CSI 52: Resource Priming

CSI 53: Benefit-Finding With Strengths
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CSI 54: Open Your Character Strength Doors

CSI 55: Positive Reappraisal With Strengths

CSI 56: Helping or Harming?

CSI 57: Overcome Stress With Humor

CSI 58: Managing Character Strengths Overuse

CSI 59: Managing Your Strength Hot Buttons

|217| CSI 51: Believing Change Is Possible

Overview

Viewing our personality as fixed and unchanging can be a damaging vantage point in many ways.
It tells us we are stuck with our traits, good or bad, and are destined to repeat the past. Research
is now revealing that such views are not reality and that people can not only decide to change
their personality traits and be successful doing it (Hudson & Fraley, 2015; Roberts et al., 2017),
but that they can also develop a growth mindset in regard to their perceptions about the
malleability of change for themselves and others (Dweck, 2006).

Purpose

Boost growth mindset and counteract fixed mindset; understand the changeable nature within
you and others.

Steps

1. Consider a situation in which you felt excluded or felt like a “victim.”
2. Consider the following insights from social science and neuroscience: People have the

potential to change. Understand that feeling excluded or victimized is not a fixed, personal
deficiency in you. Also, understand that those who are doing the excluding or victimizing are
not fixed, bad people unable to change but instead have complicated motivations and are
subject to change. Recent neuroscience studies reveal that pathways in the brain that
handle negative behaviors can be changed.

3. Write a personal narrative that offers an example (past, present, or potential future) that
draws from these insights. Consider your character strengths as you write this narrative.

Research

This activity comes from Yeager, Johnson, and colleagues (2014), who used it in a study of
adolescents experiencing the challenging transition to high school where social adversity often
heightens. The researchers tested this one-time, brief intervention that also included a brief
article on the neuroscience and examples from upper grade-level students applying the insights.
This intervention is supported by incremental theory, which views people as being malleable,
growing and changeable and is based on the work of Carol Dweck (2006) on fixed and growth
mindsets. The students in the study showed less negative reactions to an immediate experience
of social adversity and, 8 months later, reported lower overall stress and physical illness, and
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better academic performance over the year (Yeager et al., 2014). These researchers also tested
the entity theory of personality, which views people as fixed and unchanging, and found that this
type of fixed mindset predicted more negative immediate reactions to social adversity and
greater stress, poorer health, and lower grades at the end of the school year.

This activity is a “wise intervention” (Walton, 2014) as the researchers used a targeted, simple
intervention for a particular context and timed it to assist individuals psychologically when they
needed it most (Yeager et al., 2014). This intervention can be viewed as a “saying is believing”
activity because it enhances the internalizing of key insights and practices a form of self-
persuasion, which has been found to be superior for helping people change their attitudes or
behavior compared to direct forms of persuasion such as direct marketing and political speeches
(Aronson, 1999).

|218| CSI 52: Resource Priming

Overview

Preparation is crucial to success. Benjamin Franklin once said “by failing to prepare, you are
preparing to fail.” Resource priming is a systematic way that practitioners prepare for a meeting
with a client, student, or employee by thinking about their strengths. This activity here offers
resource priming as a valuable preparation approach for anyone to use in approaching a stressful
situation or upcoming life issue.

Purpose

Boost preparation; activate internal resources; enhance the likelihood of success in the
immediate future.

Steps

1. Consider an upcoming stressor that you will need to attend to or handle directly.
2. Think about your five best character strengths. Think about how much you have used them

in the past and how they are an important part of you.
3. Draw connections between your character strengths and the stressful situation. Hypothesize

ways you might use each strength in the situation.
4. Take action with your strengths in the situation.

Troubleshooting

Don’t worry about giving yourself excessive praise. In a study of resource priming of therapists,
only 6 minutes of 6,247 minutes were rated by trained observers as excessive praise, even when
trained therapists were instructed to maximize strengths activation (Fluckiger et al., 2010).

Tips

Researchers in resource priming offer several examples of boosting strengths activation that are
adapted to optimize this exercise (Fluckiger et al., 2010).
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Use a worksheet to write down and track your concerns or needs in regard to the upcoming
situation; consider how your character strengths can be used to address each.
Consider your best strengths, your motivating strengths, and your unused strengths.
Consider the character strengths of those in your social network that might support you.

Research

Among psychotherapists who practiced resource priming before a meeting with a client, there
were observable improvements by both therapist ratings and independent observers’ ratings;
strengths activation, attachment and mastery experiences for the client, and improved therapy
outcomes were found (Fluckiger & Grosse Holtforth, 2008). This strengths-activating approach
reinforces positive expectations for change and helps clients use strengths as a catalyst for
change (Fluckiger et al., 2009). They argue that there should be an integration of a capitalization
model (which highlights strengths) and a compensation model (which remediates weaknesses),
explaining that “Focusing on activated strengths (resource activation) can initiate and maintain
positive feedback circuits that foster the therapeutic alliance and increase patients’
receptiveness” (Fluckiger et al., 2009, p. 213). This relates to another stream of research finding
that values affirmation (in many cases, these are character strengths affirmations) prior to a
stressor buffered neuroendocrine and stress responses (Creswell et al., 2005).

|219| CSI 53: Benefit-Finding With Strengths

Overview

At first glance, it might seem counterintuitive to spend time focusing on the positive of having a
problem or seeing the benefits of a personal affront from another person to you. However,
researchers are seeing positive effects from this type of approach.

Purpose

Enhance self-growth from a difficult experience; widen perspective; become unstuck from all-or-
none thinking.

Steps

1. Consider a situation in which someone offended you.
2. Focus on the personal benefits that resulted from this experience.
3. Spend about 20 minutes writing about these benefits that you gained.

What were the positive aspects of the experience?
What character strengths did this catalyze in you?
What have you learned as a result? How has this contributed to your growth in some
way?
How might the experience help you face similar challenges in the future?
What character strengths will you call forth as you face similar situations in your
future?

Tip
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This exercise of using strengths with a problem can also be applied to the successful resolution of
past problems. This involves the individual thinking of any problem or conflict they have
successfully resolved and then naming the character strengths they used to resolve it. This
approach involves finding benefit in past character strengths use that was likely forgotten about,
unnoticed, or underappreciated, yet builds internal resources that can be capitalized upon for use
in the present or future.

Research

McCullough and colleagues (2006) studied this exercise with people who experienced a conflict
or offense from others (i.e., interpersonal transgression). They randomly assigned participants to
the activity above, to a group that focused on the traumatic features of the offense they
experienced, or to a control group. The researchers found that the group that focused on benefit-
finding became more forgiving than the other two groups. Increases in benefit-finding and
character strengths predicted positive changes in life satisfaction over time for children with a
life-threatening illness (Chaves, Hervás, García, & Vázquez, 2016). Many studies have found
there are gains for people that engage in benefit-finding on both a physical and psychological
level (Bower, Low, Moskowitz, Sepah, & Epel, 2008); however, it is not always the case (e.g., see
a study of women with breast cancer by Tomich and Helgeson, 2004). In order for benefit-finding
to be a “wise intervention” (Walton, 2014), the timing must be right for the situation and context
and the optimal underlying psychological components must be addressed.

|220| CSI 54: Open Your Character Strength Doors

Overview

It is easy to view a hardship or life challenge as a door that has been shut in your face with no
doorknob to open it. Maybe that door will eventually be opened, maybe not. This activity
challenges us to look elsewhere – to look for other doors that can be opened or new doorknobs to
be discovered or created – finding opportunities, catalyzing growth, and embracing new insights.

Purpose

Boost hope, practice reframing; manage a problem or overcome a hardship; develop perspective;
find benefit in stress.

Steps

1. Write about a recent time in which you experienced a negative event.
2. Write about the positive consequences, not immediately apparent, that resulted from this

event.
3. Write down and explain the character strengths that were catalyzed as a result of this event.

Tip

To take full advantage of the benefits of this exercise, do this activity each day for 1 week. This
means reflecting on seven negative events in your life and the positive consequences and
character strengths deployment with each.
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Research

This activity was originally used in positive psychotherapy as championed by Tayyab Rashid
(2015). Positive psychotherapy, as a 14-week program, has been shown to be beneficial in
lowering depression in both individual and group psychotherapy compared to treatment as usual
and a control group, respectively (Seligman et al., 2006). Several additional studies reveal
positive effects (see Rashid, 2015, for a review). This intervention, one door opens another door
closes, was separated out from positive psychotherapy, and as a stand-alone activity it boosted
happiness and decreased depression (Gander et al., 2013).

Example

One client spoke of a negative event of getting diagnosed with breast cancer and then having to
undergo chemotherapy and radiation. When I asked her to examine the other doors that had
been opened as a result, she immediately had a lot to say. She spoke of her realization that she
was braver than she realized, as she directly faced the grueling medication regimen. Teamwork
was another strength-door that was opened as she consciously collaborated with many doctors,
nurses, and medical staff to maintain an optimal lifestyle during the treatment. She experienced
greater levels of her strength of love – opening herself more to experiencing the love offered by
her family and friends, which was previously difficult for her to do. Many times, while lying down
in her bed, she practiced gratitude. It became a daily ritual for her (that she continued
posttreatment). She was grateful that she was making medical progress, grateful to have another
chance at living fully, grateful for her relationship support, grateful for the caring medical staff
(even though not every staff-person was outright compassionate, some were), and grateful for
the little things such as a flower by her bedside, a bird flying by her window, and the warmth of a
cup of soup.

|221| CSI 55: Positive Reappraisal With Strengths

Overview

After you have been hurt or offended by someone else’s actions, there is positive action you can
take.

Purpose

Boost forgiveness; boost compassion; improve perspective-taking; generate a growth mindset;
see the potential for change in others (malleability).

Steps

1. Bring the person that offended you and their offense to mind.
2. Write about the following: What character strengths did you show during the offense? What

character strengths are you showing right now? What insights have you gained from this
offense?

3. Practice seeing the complex humanity of the person. View them as a human being who has
both imperfections/flaws and character strengths. What character strengths do you see in
the person, however small? View them as someone who is in need of experiencing positive
growth and transformation.
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Tip

This activity merges two beneficial interventions in the context of an interpersonal offense. The
first (Steps 1 and 3) is called compassion-focused reappraisal; Step 2 is a benefit-finding activity.
You might find it useful to engage in one activity or the other, as each brings forth unique ways
of viewing/managing the problem at hand and offers similar but also different benefits.

Troubleshooting

It is wise to practice this exercise first with small interpersonal offenses such as feeling snubbed
by a friend or getting cut off in traffic. This will help you understand the exercise and its benefits
and perhaps lead you to ways of making this exercise work for you personally, such as journaling
the activity or discussing it with others.

Research

Positive reappraisal is a type of meaning-based coping that helps individuals reframe a stressful
situation, event, or perception of a person as benign, valuable, or beneficial, offering more
balance to one’s perceptions. It has been found to be a substantial coping strategy even for
those in very difficult circumstances (Folkman, 1997). Compassion-focused reappraisal offers a
particular way of interpreting offenses, which has shown to lead to greater forgiveness, empathy,
smiling, happiness, positive emotion, and positive social language, less negative emotion, and
diminished physiological activity such as tension under the eye and slower heart beats (Witvliet
et al., 2010, 2011). Part of the reason this exercise is beneficial is it helps people see others as
complex individuals rather than in all-or-nothing terms (e.g., “that person is a liar and a bad
person”). The other intervention, Step 2, is a benefit-focused reappraisal. This was found to boost
gratitude and benefit-oriented language (Witvliet et al., 2010).

|222| CSI 56: Helping or Harming?

Overview

Our thoughts and behaviors, however subtle, can be a friend or foe to us. Our thoughts can weigh
us down, spiral us into the negative, and be a form of interior abuse. Our behaviors, even the
innocent glass of wine, the reconnection with an ex, or the taking on of “one more” work project,
can also lead to negative consequences. However, these are not guaranteed to be harmful as in
some cases those behaviors might help us, and, in some cases, the negative thought gives us a
new insight or idea. Similarly, our character strengths can nourish us or take us down the wrong
path. This technique offers a way to navigate our strengths so we can manage them and make
the most of them in any given moment.

Purpose

Self-care; taking healthy action; avoiding unhealthy behaviors; useful when feeling lost in worry
or upset.

Steps
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1. Notice a character strength you are using right now or are considering using in the near
future.

2. Ask yourself: Is this character strength helping or harming me right now? Or, if I use this
character strength, is it likely to help or harm me?

3. Pause; take a couple deep breaths as you reflect on your honest answer.
4. If the strength will help nourish you, then take action accordingly. If you determine it will

hurt you or might harm you in some way, then consider a different course of action or the
use of a different character strength.

Tip

This technique can be particularly helpful in evaluating potential strengths use in an upcoming
conflict. Many people find it helpful in finding balance when in the midst of deep suffering.

Research

This technique is used in psychotherapies such as cognitive-behavior therapy and rational-
emotive behavior therapy as a technique for managing troublesome thought patterns and
worries (e.g., Reivich & Shatté, 2003). In addition, it has been used specifically in the context of
resilience, as exemplified in the research and practice of Lucy Hone (2017) who discusses this as
an essential strategy in relation to grief work, for example: Is this behavior helping me or
harming me in my daily functioning? And when making decisions: Will that potential course of
action help or harm me? This approach has also been used in resilience training of the US Army
in which soldiers are challenged to examine their thought patterns and to decide if these are
helping or hindering their resilience (Reivich, Seligman, & McBride, 2011).

Examples

“My kindness to others is hurting me because I’m focusing all my attention on helping others and
not enough on taking care of myself.” “My love of learning is helping me right now because I am
exploring topics on the Internet and this is making me feel energized before I go to work.” “My
bravery is likely to harm me at the party I’m about to go to because I’ll probably confront my co-
worker there and that might lead to a spectacle; therefore, I’ll use my social intelligence to
attend to other people at the party.”

|223| CSI 57: Overcome Stress With Humor

Overview

Humor is a character strength that we all have the capacity to express, even if it is not
particularly high in your character strengths profile. It involves being playful, finding humor in
serious or challenging situations, smiling and laughing, finding ambiguity in the ironic or absurd,
and so forth. This activity allows you to use and express humor in your thinking.

Purpose

Develop humor; use a specific character strength to manage stress.
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Steps

1. Think about one minor stressful experience from your day.
2. Consider how the stressor was, or could have been, solved in a humorous way.
3. Evaluate your strategy for its potential future use. But, don’t let your social intelligence or

kindness fall too far astray!

Tip

The crux of this exercise is not to see problems as trivial but instead to examine the problem
through a different lens. Consider the wisdom of comedians who regularly make light of the
darkness, and often it is their own darkness they are making light of.

Troubleshooting

For those that feel awkward doing this activity, remember that the core of humor is playfulness.
And, for those who feel they have lost their sense of humor upon entering the serious world of
adulthood, the rediscovery of a playful attitude is a key element for change. Researchers have
noted five different facets to playfulness (see Proyer & Ruch, 2011). How might you express any
of these parts of yourself more?

Spontaneous. Are you ever impulsive, adventurous, carefree, or free-spirited?
Expressive. Are you ever animated and emotional, bouncy and open, or feel as if you are
manifesting joy?
Creative. Are you ever actively imaginative and original?
Fun. Are you ever excitable and playful (the opposite of dull)?
Silly. Are you ever childlike and whimsical?

Research

This exercise, referred to as “solving stressful situations in a humorous way,” showed short-term
benefits in a randomized, placebo control study of various humor interventions, including an
increase in happiness and a decrease in depression (Wellenzohn et al., 2016a).

|224| CSI 58: Managing Character Strengths Overuse

Overview

Each of our 24 character strengths can be plotted on a continuum of overuse and underuse in the
extremes and optimal use in the center, where there’s a context-based strengths zone (Niemiec,
2013, 2014a). This concept builds from Aristotle (4th BCE/2000), who described virtues as
residing between two opposites, and was expanded upon by Peterson (2006a) in considering
psychopathology, and reiterated by additional strengths researchers (Biswas-Diener et al., 2011;
Linley, 2008; Rashid, 2015). Character strengths overuse occurs when the intensity of the
strengths does not match the situation where it is being expressed. This references both
degree/intensity of the expression and context (i.e., the individuals who are involved and the
specifics of the situation). Overuse of strengths can be rebalanced into the strengths zone of a
situation with the support of awareness, exploration, and practice.
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Purpose

Enhance awareness of strengths overuse; self-empower to manage overuse.

Steps

1. The situation. Describe in writing a situation in which you overused a character strength.
What was the situation or circumstance you were in? What were the consequences for you
or others?

2. Examine the overuse. As you reflect on the strength overuse, were you aware of this at the
time? What were your thoughts and feelings during the overuse? How would others describe
your strength overuse?

3. Examine past success. Describe a situation in which you used this particular character
strength in a way that was beneficial to yourself and others. What benefits did it bring?
What were your thoughts, feelings, and actions as you used this strength at the time?

4. Discrepancy. What are the differences in your observations between your strengths overuse
in this particular situation and your previous success with the strength (#3)? What
adjustments might you make accordingly?

5. The balancer. How might you use one or more of your signature strengths to temper or
balance the overused strength in this situation? How might you use one of your
nonsignature strengths to support you in managing the overused strength?

Research

The existence of character strengths overuse has been shown to be linked with significantly
lower flourishing and life satisfaction and higher depression (Freidlin et al., 2017). This overuse
can negatively affect relationships and life in general in many ways (Grant & Schwartz, 2011).
Although an assessment of character strengths overuse, underuse, and optimal use has been
created (see Freidlin et al., 2017), interventions are only beginning to be developed. The
mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP) program is the first to emphasize practical
strategies for character strengths overuse and underuse through the practice of mindful
strengths use (Niemiec, 2014a).

|225| CSI 59: Managing Your Strength Hot Buttons

Overview

Our character strengths can act as “hot buttons” – as sensitive areas – for us in our interactions
with others. When we get fired up by something someone says or does, it is often enlightening to
pause and ask ourselves: Which of my character strengths is being triggered or affronted right
now? Each individual’s experience of hot buttons is unique and may get triggered because they
perceive someone is overusing or underusing a particular character strength, and the individual
getting triggered may or may not be high on that particular strength.

Purpose

Enhance awareness of a triggering situation; frame problems with strengths language; develop
insights and positive action simultaneously.
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Steps

1. Name a topic or situation that comes up in one of your relationships or in your life in general
that triggers you – something that takes you off balance or upsets you.

2. What character strength is being triggered in you? Why?
3. Now that you’ve built some new insight into this hot button issue, consider the following:

What might you do different next time? What character strengths could you use to temper
what was triggered?

4. Optional. To dig a bit deeper, consider this: Is there a “strengths collision” at play? In other
words, are there two strengths wanting to be expressed and are competing against one
another? Explain.

5. Optional. Is there a “strengths synergy” you might bring forth? In other words, might you
focus on two strengths that can work together strongly to balance the situation?

Research

It is an accepted phenomenon that people get triggered by other people and in particular
situations – anger, sadness, and anxiety are common emotions that get triggered. What is less
explored is the character strengths contribution to these triggering situations. In my online
courses, educational programming, and live workshops, the topic of character strengths as hot
buttons has been one of the more provocative and popular topics. Research is needed on this
intervention to understand the nature, operationalization, and correlates of hot buttons, as well
as benefits and mechanisms of action for this intervention. While the phrase was not used, the
hot button of fairness appeared to be at play in outlining the construct of civil courage, which, in
a research review, was defined as brave behavior accompanied by anger and indignation that
has the intention of enforcing social and ethical norms (Greitemeyer, Osswald,Fischer, & Frey,
2007). From a strengths perspective, those engaging in civil courage are taking action because
their hot button of fairness has been affronted and they desire greater fairness for a particular
group, which they do not perceive as existing in society.

Example

Martha gets upset when her husband teases her. She views this as an affront to her hot button of
kindness, perceiving that he is overusing his humor and underusing his kindness, love, and social
intelligence toward her. Upon reflection, she sees the important role of her perspective strength
in this situation, admitting that her husband is not trying to hurt her emotionally and that he is
merely using one of his signature strengths. She decides to use curiosity to ask him one question
whenever he makes a joke and to use perspective to keep her wider view of his signature
strength in mind.

|226| Goal-Setting/Achievement

Introduction

The research is clear that people benefit from setting goals and striving to reach them. This is
closely related to positive accomplishment, a central pathway toward well-being. Moreover,
research in personality is showing that traits are useful for helping us accomplish our goals
(McCabe & Fleeson, 2016). This section offers character strengths integration into goal-setting
and achievement.
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|227| CSI 60: Goal-Setting With Character Strengths

Overview

Character strengths can serve as the means or the ends in goal-setting. In other words, you
might have a goal to improve your prudence or to boost your bravery at work; this is what is
meant by “ends” – the end-point for the goal (even though working on character strengths is a
life-long journey!). And, character strengths can, or better stated, should, be the means to
reaching any goal. This is where character strengths are the pathways to reaching the goal.

Some character strengths in particular are inherently linked with goal-setting, especially hope,
prudence, and perseverance. Consider this as a way to remember these crucial character
strengths for goal-setting: Hope helps you envision the goal, prudence helps you plan the goal,
and perseverance helps you carry the goal out.

The widely used acronym SMART applies to the setting of goals in a strategic way that has
some basis in evidence. However, this acronym has experienced some “drift” in that each letter
has taken on numerous synonyms and alternate meanings. Rubin (2002) found that the most
common representation for SMART goals are that they are: specific, measurable, attainable,
relevant, and time-bound.

Purpose

Improve goal-setting skills; boost well-being; make progress on goals; integrate character
strengths seamlessly with goals; establish a framework for future goal-setting.

Steps

1. Envision one goal that you would like to attain. Use your hope strength to envision
something that links with your interests and values (referred to as a self-concordant goal).

2. Make the goal SMART. Using this acronym, check to frame your goal to be specific,
measurable, attainable, relevant, and time-bound. Use your prudence strength to plan it out
thoroughly across these five elements.

3. Weave in character strengths seamlessly. How will your signature strengths serve as a
means to help you reach your goal? Might other character strengths support you as
pathways to your goal as well?

4. Begin to take action toward your goal. How will your perseverance strength support you in
overcoming obstacles and staying focused on your goal ahead?
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5. Enlist support. Might you include the help of family and friends to maintain your goal
progress? This could involve deploying your strengths of teamwork, curiosity, and love.

Research

Researchers have found that signature strengths use is connected with well-being and that one
of the explanations for this is that signature strengths help us make progress on personally
relevant goals (Linley et al., 2010). Caroline Adams Miller has written extensively on evidence-
based practices for goal-setting and argues that character strengths use is integral to the process
(Miller & Frisch, 2009).

Goal pursuit and progress has been linked with a range of well-being outcomes (e.g., Sheldon &
Elliot, 1999; Sheldon & Houser-Marko, 2001). The pursuit of self-concordant goals (those that are
consistent with the individual’s developing interests and values) is linked with more sustained
effort in achieving those goals and thus there is an increased likelihood of attaining those goals.
The attainment of self-concordant goals leads to greater well-being than does attainment of
goals that are not self-concordant (Sheldon & Kasser, 1998).

|228| CSI 61: Hope for Your Goals

Overview

Hope and goals go together like hand and glove as both are directed to the future. Hope is a
character strength that revolves around being future-minded and having positive expectations
about the future, while goals are what we strive toward in the future. Both hope and goals come
from action taken in the present.

Purpose

Set your goals; reach your goals; build your strength of hope.

Steps

Building hope around goals is a three-step process of learnable skills (Lopez, 2014; Snyder,
2000):

1. Goal. Identify an idea of who you want to be, what you want to accomplish, and/or where
you want to go in the short-term or long-term.

2. Agency. Build in thoughts that you can take responsibility for moving toward your goals,
that you have the character strengths within you to motivate yourself.

3. Pathways. Create several routes to achieving your goal. Consider your character-strengths-
oriented plans for navigating around the obstacles that can emerge at any time.

Research

The three elements of hope noted here are based on extensive research from scientist and
thought-leader Rick Snyder (2000) and continued by Shane Lopez (2014), who argued that hope
is built from the goals that are most important to us. Related is the approach of hope therapy,
which builds from this model by emphasizing goal-pursuit skills – setting clear approach goals,
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producing pathways to attain them, and summoning the mental energy to maintain goal pursuit –
over an eight-session program. A randomized trial found that hope therapy boosted agency,
meaning, and self-esteem while lowering depression and anxiety, compared to a waitlist control
group (Cheavens, Feldman, Gum, Michael, & Snyder, 2006).

|229| CSI 62: Mental Contrasting

Overview

Turning behavior changes into good habits involves a number of important factors, including
motivation, willpower, character strengths use, and simply good planning. Two exercises that
have been successful individually but especially strong when they are combined are mental
contrasting (MC) and implementation intentions (II) (together MCII). These are two distinct
motivational techniques that have helped countless people improve their commitment to their
goals and to find success with their new habits, from eating better to exercising more.

Purpose

Increase success with setting and reaching goals; make goals around your strengths.

Steps

1. Identify an important “behavior change” wish that you expect you can accomplish (e.g., use
my top signature strength of kindness more at work with my colleagues).

2. Identify and imagine the most positive outcome of successfully changing your behavior
(e.g., greater social connections at work).

3. Identify and imagine the most critical obstacle that stands in the way of fulfilling your wish
(e.g., forgetting to take action each day).

Tip

Where possible, look for positive feedback from others as positive feedback about creative
performance (whether genuine or not) has been shown to turn MC into improved performance
(Oettingen, Marquardt, & Gollwitzer, 2012). In addition, individuals might add a fourth step that
considers how they might use their character strengths to overcome the critical obstacle that
stands in their way to fulfilling their wish.

Research

These three steps come directly from researchers who report that this particular sequence of
steps is important for success (Stadler, Oettingen, & Gollwitzer, 2010). These three steps of MC
boost goal commitment and success whereas any step alone does not lead to successful goal
commitment and performance. MC appears to be particularly effective at increasing clarity about
critical cues for unhealthy snacks (Adriaanse et al., 2010) and has been found to enhance not
only the belief in the value of exercise but increase the actual rate of physical activity (Sheeran,
Harris, Vaughan, Oettingen, & Gollwitzer, 2013).

Researchers have found that the combination of MC and II is a particularly successful
combination. For example, Adriaanse et al. (2010) found that participants in MCII decreased
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unhealthy snacking habits compared to a group that thought about and listed healthy snacks.
Moreover, their second study revealed that MCII was superior to MC and to II alone. In another
study, MCII reduced meat consumption compared to an information-only control group (Loy,
Wieber, Gollwitzer, & Oettingen, 2016), boosted consumption of fruits and vegetables compared
to an information-only control group (Stadler et al., 2010), and MCII has been found to be a
beneficial tool for other purposes, such as substantially improving time management across
different populations (Oettingen, Kappes, Guttenberg, & Gollwitzer, 2015).

|230| CSI 63: Implementation Intentions

Overview

Implementation intentions are the details that help you plan for a desired goal: when, where, and
how you want to take action. They involve “if-then” plans that spell out in advance how you will
strive toward the goal you set. For the if-component, a critical cue is selected (e.g., a likely
obstacle to the goal or a good opportunity), and the then-component is the response to the cue
(Gollwitzer & Oettingen, 2013). Using the terminology from the popular stages of change model
(Prochaska & DiClemente, 1982), this exercise is particularly helpful for people in the
preparation, action, or maintenance phases of behavior change.

Purpose

Increase success with reaching and maintaining goals; troubleshoot obstacles in goal-setting;
improve health and strength behaviors.

Steps

1. Goal details. Name your desired goal clearly. Think about the details of the goal and the
pathways of getting there. Be sure to consider when you want to take action, where you will
take action, and how you want to take action.

2. Obstacles and opportunities. Try to anticipate all critical situations. What are the obstacles
that might be in your way? What are the opportunities that might arise?

3. Design the “if”. This can be internal (a feeling, a worry) or external (a person, situation,
location, time, object). Be sure to consider your specific obstacles and opportunities!

4. Design the “then.” This is the response you will make if the “if” happens (positive or
negative).

Tip

Be specific and consider any goal! Implementation intentions teach us to turn our vague
character strengths goals into real action. Instead of saying: “I want to use my curiosity more,”
use an if-then approach to say, “If it’s 8 a.m. on a weekday, then I will turn my computer on to
explore a new site.” Instead of saying: “I don’t want to underuse self-regulation with my child
when they act out,” use an “if-then” approach to say, “If I start feeling angry at my child, then I
will self-regulate by taking 5 mindful breaths.”

Research
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Hudson and Fraley (2015) found that implementation intentions catalyzed people’s ability to
make desired changes to their personality traits, as exemplified in this exercise. Implementation
intentions increase the rate of goal attainment and habit change by enhancing awareness of
situational cues and empowering control and action that can be taken in an automatic way
(Gollwitzer & Oettingen, 2013). Dalton and Spiller (2012) conducted a study in which participants
had a to-do list of virtuous activities to complete over 5 days, where some had one activity and
others had six activities to complete. The implementation intentions and plans were particularly
helpful for having one goal but not for six goals.

Example

A client with a goal to boost their creativity detailed out the following: If I feel upset by someone
rejecting my use of creativity (obstacle), then I will remind myself that it’s good that I’m
authentically expressing myself. If I feel like I’m bragging when I tell people about my creativity
(obstacle), then I will smile and ask them a question about their strengths. If I hear of a new
project my boss is working on (opportunity), then I will ask them if I can help contribute to it.

|231| CSI 64: Best Possible Self

Overview

Looking to the future is an important pathway to setting goals that are personally meaningful. It
can provide perspective on where you would like to direct your life. Linking character strengths
with this imagined future is a crucial and empowering addition.

Purpose

Link character strengths with life goals, create pathways to a positive future.

Steps

1. Take a few minutes to select a future time period (e.g., 6 months, 1 year, 5 years from now)
and imagine that at that time you are expressing your best possible self. Visualize your best
possible self in a way that is pleasing to you and that you are interested in. Imagine the
details closely. You might think of this as reaching your full potential, hitting an important
milestone, or realizing one of your life dreams. Reach high and be realistic.

2. After you have a fairly clear image, write about the details. Writing your best possible self
down helps to create a logical structure for the future and can help you move from the
realm of foggy ideas and fragmented thoughts to concrete, real possibilities.

3. Write about the character strengths you observe in this image and in what you’ve written.
And, what character strengths will you need to deploy to make this vision a reality?

4. Write down your specific goal(s) and action plan that result from this exercise.

Tips

Think of this exercise as having two basic steps: a visualization component and a character
strengths component. After you visualize your future moment in time, be sure to closely consider
your character strengths pathways. Also, consider narrowing the focus of “your best possible
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self” to a domain of life, such as relationships or work (e.g., as in Huffman et al., 2014). The
exercise then becomes “your best possible self in a relationship.” Many people appreciate this
narrower focus.

Research

This exercise has been shown to boost people’s positive emotions, happiness levels, optimism,
hope, coping skills, and positive expectations about the future. (Austenfeld, Paolo, & Stanton,
2006; Austenfeld & Stanton, 2008; King, 2001; Meevissen et al., 2011; Peters et al., 2010;
Shapira & Mongrain, 2010).

Example (shortened)

I can envision starting a family and we are spending quality time together vacationing and going
to activities together in the city. I will need to use my prudence strength to map out my long-
term finances, my perseverance strength as my spouse and I “keep trying” to have children, and
my forgiveness strength which will help me “let go” of any blame I might impose on myself or my
spouse as we encounter obstacles along the way.

Example (shortened)

I see myself doing work that is meaningful and fills me with a sense of purpose as I help people
reach their dreams on a daily basis. I will use my love of learning strength to return to school to
study new topic areas. I will use my social intelligence to network with people in the helping
profession and stay open to emerging pathways that might broaden my experiences.

|232| Mindfulness

Introduction
Character strengths and mindfulness are strong well-being boosters and their integration offers
insight and depth to understanding and influencing human motivation and behavior (see Chapter
5 for a discussion). This section offers positive interventions that bring these areas together.
These are some of the most popular activities found in the evidence-based, manualized, 8-week
program mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP).

Contents
CSI 65: The Mindful Pause

CSI 66: Strong Mindfulness

CSI 67: Fresh Look Meditation

CSI 68: From Mindless to Mindful

CSI 69: Meditation Targeting a Character Strength

CSI 70: Strengths Gatha

256



|233| CSI 65: The Mindful Pause

Overview

It is commonplace to hear phrases such as “Live in the moment,” “Take it one moment at a
time,” “Just stop and breathe,” “Look within,” “Be in the here-and-now,” and “Face your
problems head-on.” This activity offers a recipe for getting to these adages quickly and, at the
same time, activating your best internal resources.

Purpose

Short-circuit worry, stress, and autopilot thinking; take advantage of present moment awareness;
activate character strengths in the moment; shift your mindset to mindfulness and character
strengths.

Steps

1. Pause and feel your inbreath and outbreath for 10–15 seconds. Let everything go except for
your breath. Give your breath your full attention.

2. Conclude with a question: Which of my character strengths might I bring forward right now?

Tip

This exercise is about allowing whatever character strength is going to emerge to come forth. It’s
not about controlling for a particular strength or planting or hoping a certain strength will arise.
Instead, trust yourself, remember you have 24 character strength capacities, and see which
strength emerges. Whatever it is, go with it! Remember, you can express the strength in your
thinking (e.g., labeling and generating “fairness” thoughts), in your feelings (e.g., noticing where
you feel gratitude in your body and savoring it), or in your behavior/actions (e.g., an action
directed toward others or an action for yourself). This means that any moment, literally, is a
potential moment for your character strength expression.

Troubleshooting

If you have difficulty applying the mindful pause, try one of these 5 variations: (1) pause and
review one of your signature strengths you might bring forth; (2) pause and remind yourself of
your current role (parent, employee, friend) and take action consistent with the role; (3) decide
on a strength you want to build up, pause, and see what action comes to mind to use the
strength; (4) pause and consider how you might bring forth more goodness into the next
moment; (5) pause and just be (nothing else, just breathe and be present).

Research

This exercise is based on my research and practice integrating and teaching mindfulness and
character strengths (Niemiec, 2014a). The application of this activity has been discussed across
different populations, such as parents and teachers (Lottman et al., 2017), gifted students (Sharp
et al., 2016), the workplace (Niemiec & Lissing, 2016), and across a myriad of contexts that
helping professionals engage in (Niemiec, 2016).
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Examples

I use the mindful pause frequently during moments of transition during my day, especially as I
transition from work to family. These are important moments for me to embrace, and I try to let
go of the tension and positives of a full day at work and then become present for my family-time.
The most common character strength to emerge for me (Step 2) is love, which is one of my
signature strengths. I then take action by immediately and consciously bringing my full attention
in a warm and interactive way to my young children as they play. One day, another strength
came up for me during this activity – teamwork (a lower strength for me). I then used teamwork
by helping my wife cook dinner (a task she typically loves to do independently). This led to the
discovery of a new interest area for me and added a fun relationship connection point for the two
of us.

|234| CSI 66: Strong Mindfulness

Overview

Three of the most common obstacles that prevent people from engaging in meditation is they
report their mind is wandering too much, they don’t have time to practice, or they forget to
practice. This leads people to feel disconnected from their practice and, as a result, their
mindfulness practice wanes, and they conclude that meditation or mindfulness is not for them.
What most meditation teachers forget to teach people is that the individual already has all the
resources within them to succeed – they are called character strengths! Why not turn to our most
energizing, innermost qualities during mindfulness practice to help invigorate and sustain our
practice?

Purpose

Become more consistent with your meditation or self-regulation practice; energize your
meditation and mindful living; bring more of “you” into your mindfulness practice; enhance
motivation and meaning with your practice.

Steps

1. Name the primary obstacle that gets in your way of practicing mindfulness on a regular
basis

2. Brainstorm how each of your Top 5 signature strengths could help you overcome, face, or
better manage this obstacle.

3. Take action with one or more of these strength strategies at your next practice session.

Research

The concept of “strong mindfulness” is one of two main types of integration of mindfulness and
character strengths (Niemiec, 2014a) and involves finding ways to take any of the 24 character
strengths and weaving them into meditation, mindfulness practices, and mindful living (see
Niemiec, Rashid, & Spinella, 2012).

Examples
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In my Psychology Today blog, I’ve discussed examples for infusing all 24 character strengths into
a mindfulness practice. Here are a few of those examples.

Humility. At the onset of your practice, remind yourself of the impermanence of life as you
reflect on your mortality and the mortality of those you love.
Self-regulation. Follow a disciplined daily structure – same day, same time, same length,
same practice – for a week.
Appreciation of beauty & excellence. Engage in your mindful sitting or mindful walking
practice outside, with your eyes open.
Gratitude. Infuse a blessing component at the beginning and end of your meditation
practice.

|235| CSI 67: Fresh Look Meditation

Overview

The practice of reframing allows us to see a problem in a new way, with fresh eyes. With this kind
of cleansed seeing, problems can, at best, be transformed or cured, or at least, managed better
with a higher degree of empowerment. Reframing with character strengths is facilitated by
considering each of the following:

1. Character strengths already present within the problem (that we have overlooked or
underappreciated);

2. Character strengths that are being overused or underused contributing to the problem;
and/or

3. Character strengths that are not strong enough alone and therefore need additional
strengths to combine synergistically with them.

Purpose

Practice a new way to manage problems and stressors; enhance your ability to reframe
challenges; improve your ability to spot character strengths overuse, underuse, and opportunities
for strengths use.

Steps

These are the five steps outlined in Niemiec (2014a), which comes with an audio recording of this
meditation.

1. Anchor your attention to your breathing. Spend a few minutes getting focused and grounded
into the present moment.

2. Picture a minor life challenge or issue you are facing. See the details play out like a short
movie.

3. Attend to your thoughts and feelings as they arise in the moment. Notice in your “movie”
where you are overusing or underusing your character strengths.

4. Start your movie again but this time view yourself successfully using your character
strengths to manage, balance, or resolve your life challenge/problem.

5. Return your attention to your breath anchor.
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Research

This meditation activity is considered a centerpiece activity in mindfulness-based strengths
practice (MBSP; Niemiec, 2014a), and is based on substantial research on the benefits of
reframing from the science and practice of clinical hypnosis (for practical examples, see
Hammond, 1990; Yapko, 2011), and from the research on positive reappraisal, which has found
that mindfulness facilitates positive reappraisal (Garland, Gaylord, & Park, 2009), and these two
phenomena are linked with an upward, positive spiral process (Garland, Gaylord, & Fredrickson,
2011).

|236| CSI 68: From Mindless to Mindful

Overview

Habits, by definition, have a mindless component and can operate on their own, outside our
conscious awareness. We can understand this with the metaphor of “autopilot”: When an airline
pilot has the plane at a nice cruising speed, he or she can turn on autopilot so the plane can fly
itself. Our habits and vices work the same way. We mindlessly eat snacks out of the cupboard (a
habit of behavior), watch hours of television at the same time every day (a habit of behavior),
and replay the same worry-prone scenarios (a habit of mind) as tension arises. Our autopilot
mind has taken over and flies our habits wherever our mind wishes to go. We can learn to catch
our autopilot mind in the moment, learn from it, and create new habits of mind and behavior that
are strengths-based.

Purpose

Shift toward cultivating strength; making strengths use more routine; use mindfulness to support
new habits.

Steps

1. Select one of your “bad” habits or vices. Choose something you are struggling with or
bothered by and that you do each day or nearly every day, such as tense discussions with a
colleague or family member, overeating at lunch, overdrinking at night, staying up late, etc.

2. Consider your autopilot mind the next time you engage in this habit or vice. How much of
your habit is done on autopilot? When does your mind wander off?

3. Using your autopilot mind as the target, the next time you engage in the activity, practice
bringing mindful attention to what happens before, during, and after your activity. In
addition, deliberately bring one of your character strengths to help you with your
mindfulness.

Tip

When selecting a vice or habit, consider situations in which you typically display mindless
behavior, where you are quick to react with anger or frustration, or behaviors you wish you could
stop but feel you somehow cannot. Perhaps you notice that you seem to have a lot of arguments
with your spouse? Numerous tense discussions with a colleague? A habit of overeating or
overdrinking in the evening? Stress every time you drive to work?
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Research

This activity is part of the mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP) program (Niemiec,
2014a) and builds from the various mindfulness exercises devoted to helping people shift from
habitual reacting to skillful responding (Kabat-Zinn, 1990; Segal et al., 2013).

Example

Jodie selected her tendency to overeat and snack on high-calorie foods at night as her area of
focus. In bringing attention to her autopilot mind while snacking at night, she noticed a large
discrepancy between her mindlessness and mindfulness. The next evening, she engaged in
mindful eating and deliberately brought her strength of curiosity to the process immediately
before snacking (walking from her kids’ bedroom to the kitchen), during the snacking (standing
at her counter), and after her snacking (feeling bloated and lying on the couch). She reported
that her mindful eating slowed her down to notice her feelings of anxiety about the tasks of the
next day as well as eating as a reward (“I deserve to eat after a hard day”). Being ready and
equipped with her curiosity strength helped her to face these thoughts and feelings directly. This
slowed down the quantity of food she ate and gave her the opportunity to simply breathe and
savor the bites of food, using all five of her senses. She also became curious about where the
food came from and the experience of each bite of food flowing in her body. This led her to be
curious about alternate approaches to handling her feelings and rewarding herself in future
evenings.

|237| CSI 69: Meditation Targeting a Character Strength

Overview

Mindfulness can be used as a type of meditation to facilitate awareness, exploration, and action.
Each of the 24 character strengths can be the target of a meditation practice. Some character
strengths are regularly the focus of popular meditations such as love, gratitude, and forgiveness,
while other character strengths are rarely the subject of a meditation such as humor, fairness,
and judgment/critical thinking.

Purpose

Boost one of your character strengths; integrate mindfulness with one of your strengths; practice
a meditation that is naturally energizing for you.

Steps

These steps will help you get started with the character strength you choose.

1. Close your eyes and bring your attention fully to the present moment and attend to your
inbreath and outbreath for 2–5 minutes.

2. Call to mind one character strength you would like to focus on. Breathe with this character
strength, allowing it to be present within you.

3. Bring to mind one situation in which you brought this character strength forth strongly and
positively in a way that was beneficial to yourself and/or others.
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4. Take notice of your feelings as you focus on this character strength. Where do you locate it
in your body?

5. Continue to breathe with your strength. Notice any image that is associated with your use of
this character strength. Notice any insights, phrases, or positive thoughts that are
connected with your use of this strength.

6. Select a cue that will connect your character strength with your feelings/body and
image/thoughts. This will be a cue you can use in the future to remind yourself of the power
of this character strength within you. The cue might be verbal (e.g., a word or phrase) or
physical (e.g., placing your hand on your heart, pointing your finger upward, or tapping your
head). Choose something that has personal meaning to you.

7. In the future, when you wish to draw from that character strength, simply activate your cue.
You can practice this so that your cue becomes stronger and triggers your character
strength automatically.

Tip

Consider moving through each of your signature strengths in a single meditation using the steps
above. With each strength, sharpen your focus and allow your understanding to deepen.

Research

Meditations on virtues and character strengths have been done in different forms since the
origins of meditation and across many traditions, such as in spiritual practices, hypnosis
practices, guided imagery work, and mind–body medicine. The character strength that has
probably been most targeted by practitioners and researchers is love and there are several
studies on loving-kindness meditation (e.g., Hutcherson et al., 2008). Meditations can also be
found on gratitude (Brach, 2003), forgiveness (Kornfield, 2008), and spirituality (Brahm, 2006), to
name a few.

|238| CSI 70: Strengths Gatha

Overview

A gatha is a Sanskrit term meaning song, poem, or verse. Gathas are intended to create an
awareness in the present moment and a connection with the immediate future based on the
gatha’s contents. Gathas differ from mantras, in which individuals repeat a word or sound with
the intention of creating a relaxed or oneness state. Instead, gathas help to catalyze moments of
mindful living as well as positive action for the immediate future.

Purpose

Use strengths and mindfulness readily in good and challenging moments; take action with
heightened awareness; deploy strengths purposefully; engage in mindful living.

Steps

1. Choose a character strength (e.g., gratitude) or character strength concept (e.g., signature
strength, strengths overuse) that you would like to focus on.
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2. Create a short gatha (e.g., two to four lines) that captures the essence of the character
strength – of what mindfulness of that strength really looks like.

3. Weave in elements of mindfulness practice into the gatha, as appropriate, such as
breathing, walking, slowing down, deepening awareness, clear seeing, widening
perspective, using your senses, facing challenges in the now, and so on.

Research

Thich Nhat Hanh has written extensively about gathas (see Nhat Hanh, 1979, 2001). He has
developed them for driving, working, eating, answering the phone, smiling, handling emotions,
and a myriad of other daily actions, feelings, and situations. The strengths gatha intervention is
part of mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP; Niemiec, 2014a) and has been
recommended as an intervention for students in the classroom (Sharp et al., 2016).

Examples (3 gathas)

Breathing in, I calm my body,
Breathing out, I smile,
Dwelling in this present moment,
I know this is a wonderful moment. (Nhat Hanh, 1979)

Breathing in, I see my strengths,
Breathing out, I value my strengths,
Dwelling now in my strengths,
I express myself fully. (Niemiec, 2014a)

Breathing in, I see my fear,
Breathing out, I bow to my bravery,
Remembering to call it forth,
I grow my capacity.
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|239| Additional Character Strengths Activities

Introduction
This section offers 12 additional character strengths activities that practitioners might use with
clients. Less detail is provided on these as some of these activities reflect emerging theories, and
some do not lend themselves well to the handout format. Each offers a strong concept and, in
some cases, a science-based intervention.

Polyvocality: Expanding Strength Voices

The inner critic can be harsh, overly negative, and unkind. A counterbalance is often needed, not
to crush or exile the inner critic but to talk back to it and to accentuate the positive. We can
expand the character strength voices in our head by reflecting on how other people describe us.
How would your sport coach describe you? What good things do you think your teacher or boss
has observed in you the last few months, even if they haven’t said them out loud? If your parent
or grandparent was sitting next to you right now, how would they describe you? This can be
made practical even further by asking oneself to name five positive people in your life and then
to write about how each would positively describe oneself in one sentence, using their words. The
importance of expanding character strengths voices has been discussed in Wong (2006) and
Niemiec (2014a), and can be particularly useful for people who are highly critical, self-blaming, or
struggle with low self-esteem.

Identify and Label Character Strengths That Rise Up

Mindful attention means taking notice of whatever rises up in the present moment. Be
particularly attentive to character strengths related material. These might be thoughts (e.g., a
kind thought, a humble belief), emotions (e.g., a feeling of gratitude, a bodily sense of zest), or
actions (e.g., speaking with social intelligence, walking with self-regulation). Label the character
strength “fragment” that is present, file the insight away, and return the focus to the present
moment (Niemiec, 2014a). This labeling has the potential to open up new energy resources. For
example, it has been hypothesized that the act of forgiveness frees up additional resources,
which might serve as extra mental energy that can be invested in mindfulness (Webb, Phillips,
Bumgarner, & Conway-Williams, 2012).

Secret Strengths-Spotting

This is the most popular activity among my students at Xavier University. This activity involves a
group of individuals having a basic understanding of the 24 character strengths. Early on in a
workshop or a semester, each person draws the name of another person in their class/group from
a hat. Students are asked to “secretly” observe the individual looking for character strengths.
These can be spotted at any time, during or outside of class time. After a specified amount of
time (e.g., for a university course, the midterm is a good amount of time), students reveal the
person they observed and offer a formal verbal report to the person on the character strengths
witnessed, the evidence for each strength, the observed outcome, and so forth. Students are
encouraged to reflect on what it was like to take on a strengths lens for an extended period of
time and what it was like to hear about their own strengths, through the eyes of another student.
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The activity builds awareness of strengths (in self and others) and, more gener |240| ally, of
positive events. A variation is discussed in Linkins and colleagues (2015) for younger students in
the classroom.

Set Up “Bells of Awakening” in the Environment

Thich Nhat Hanh (1979, 2009) encourages individuals to create “bells” of mindfulness to break
habitual mindlessness and awaken to the present moment. Bells are external cues that are set
up that use naturally occurring sounds (e.g., an actual bell, a baby’s cry) or self-created
reminders (e.g., sticky notes). Whenever an individual sees a sticky note or hears the particular
sound in their environment, it is a moment of awakening to return to the present moment where
they can reconnect with their breath and with the character strengths already happening in the
moment that might have been operating unconsciously (Niemiec, 2014a).

Engage the Full Psychology of Your Strengths

Name one of your signature strengths. List three healthy thoughts that you typically have (or
could have) when you are experiencing that strength. Name the emotion/feeling you have when
you are expressing that strength; make note of the sensations in your body that accompany the
strength. Finally, what does the strength look like in action? This exercise, found in Niemiec
(2014a), builds off the concept that each character strength is a capacity or potentiality that can
be developed.

The Matrix of Strengths

This exercise helps you to understand and explore how your strengths are interconnected. When
one expresses one strength strongly and completely other character strengths are necessarily
involved. A character strength constellation is forming and being expressed. When you express a
character strength, take notice of the connection between the first and second strength and
between the second and third strength expressed, and so on. Robert McGrath (2013) has
conducted intercorrelation matrices of the 24 character strengths and has found that all the
character strengths relate to one another, some more than others.

Your Master Strength

Some researchers hypothesize that there is one “master strength” that operates the use of all
the other character strengths. Examples include self-regulation (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004),
perspective/wisdom (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006), and love (Vaillant, 2008). Other researchers
have proposed other strengths as the master, such as humility, honesty/authenticity, leadership,
spirituality, and gratitude; however, often the strength being suggested is the given researcher’s
main area of study. I have suggested that the master strength concept can be individualized –
tailored to the individual’s highest signature strength (Niemiec, 2014a). Test this out for yourself.
Make a habit of examining the action you take during highs and lows throughout each day, as
well as times of neutrality. Examine each instance and each situation for a core strength driver
operating the use of the other strengths, acting as a catalyzing strength, or seeming to be a
higher order strength driving a deeper purpose. As this activity and concept is mostly
unexplored, keep an open mind to possibilities.

|241| Positive Mental Time Travel
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Vividly imagine four positive events that could possibly happen the next day before going to bed.
This is a future-oriented savoring activity that boosts positive emotions (Quoidbach et al., 2009).
A key character strength that is involved in this activity is the building of perspective.

Letter From the Future

Write a letter from one’s future self to one’s present self. Describe important goals that have
been reached and the wonderful life that has been achieved (Hoffman, Hinkle, & Kress, 2010).
This exercise, a variation of the best possible self exercise, boosts well-being. In terms of
character strengths, these exercises that engage the future and the reaching of goals closely
involve the character strength of hope.

Break a Bad Habit or Vice

For a habit that has taken a strong hold, focus on stopping the behavior before it starts. This
vigilant monitoring approach involves closely focusing attention on the unwanted behavior to
make sure it is not engaged. Monitor oneself for slipups. This strategy is the opposite of a
distraction strategy and it helps inhibit bad habits (Quinn, Pascoe, Wood, & Neal, 2010). A key
character strength to involve in the vigilant monitoring is prudence.

Aerobic Laughter

Engage in group laughter that is not dependent on humor, jokes, or a formal comedy show. This
might be a guided experience, a laughter club, laughter yoga, or simply laughing alone or with a
partner. This type of guided approach to aerobic laughter has been found to generate positive
emotions and well-being (Beckman, Regier, & Young, 2007).

Immediate Versus Delayed Positive Relationship Behaviors

To convey love to one’s relationship partner, offer small, spontaneous acts of love, such as a
quick back-rub, saying “I love you,” a surprise dinner, or an act of kindness. These acts were
found to convey “love” better than the longer-term, sustained behaviors such as doing chores
each day or remembering to do an important, caring task in 5 days. The researchers concluded
that in-the-moment, positive relationship behaviors are acts of the heart, whereas delayed,
sustained positive relationship behaviors are acts of will (Kammrath & Peetz, 2011). The former
behaviors involve using character strengths such as kindness and love, while the latter behaviors
involve using character strengths such as self-regulation, prudence, and perseverance.
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|242| Chapter 9
Afterword

Need more character strengths research or want to stay updated on new findings? We track
it and disseminate it on the VIA Institute site. Here’s the direct link:
https://www.viacharacter.org/www/Research/Character-Research-Findings
Want more books on character strengths? Go to the references and seek out Doman (2016),
McQuaid and Lawn (2014), Niemiec (2014a), Niemiec and Wedding (2014), Polly and Britton
(2015), and, of course, Peterson and Seligman (2004).
Want a book on a specific character strength? Check out the following:
Wired to Create (Kaufman & Gregoire, 2015) [Creativity]
Curious? (Kashdan, 2009) [Curiosity]
The Power of Mindful Learning (Langer, 1997) [Love of Learning]
Thinking, Fast and Slow (Kahneman, 2011) [Judgment/critical thinking]
Practical Wisdom (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2011) [Perspective]
The Courage Quotient (Biswas-Diener, 2011) [Bravery]
Mindset: How You Can Fulfill Your Potential (Dweck, 2006) [Perseverance]
The Gifts of Imperfection (Brown, 2010) [Honesty/Authenticity]
The Body and Positive Psychology (Hefferon, 2013) [Zest]
Love 2.0 (Fredrickson, 2013) [Love]
Self-Compassion (Neff, 2011) [Kindness]
Social Intelligence (Goleman, 2006) [Social Intelligence]
Effective Teamwork (West, 2012) [Teamwork]
The Fairness Instinct (Sun, 2013) [Fairness]
The Humanitarian Leader in Each of Us (LaFasto & Larson, 2012) [Leadership]
Beyond Revenge (McCullough, 2008) [Forgiveness]
Humility: The Quiet Virtue (Worthington, 2007) [Humility]
Willpower (Baumeister & Tierney, 2011) [Self-Regulation]
Awe (Pearsall, 2007) [Appreciation of Beauty & Excellence]
Thanks! (Emmons, 2007) [Gratitude]
Making Hope Happen (Lopez, 2014) [Hope]
Humor as Survival Training for a Stressed-Out World (McGhee, 2010) [Humor]
The Gospel of Happiness (Kaczor, 2015) [Spirituality]
Want to experience, research, or learn about the first character strengths training program
and the only strengths-based mindfulness program, peruse a variety of free resources on
mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP), or be part of a growing network of MBSP
leaders? Go to https://www.viacharacter.org/mindfulness.
Need more practices and user-friendly observations on character strengths, check out my
regular blog, “What Matters Most?,” on the Psychology Today site at
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/what-matters-most
Want to engage in character strengths (and mindfulness) on the leading gamified, positive
psychology website “Happify?” Check out my popular track called “Awaken Your Potential,”
which is an abridged version of MBSP, at this special link: https://www.happify.com/o/lp27/?
tmp=38&srid=via&fl=1&trid=47
|243| Want to learn more about my family? Sure. At this book’s publication, my son Rhys is

6, my son Ryland is 3.5, and my daughter Maya is 1.5. I won’t share the age of my wife,
who’s a child psychologist. Rhys is prudent before he turns highly zestful in situations.
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Ryland is highly zestful, which unleashes his love and humor. Maya is socially intelligent.
She smiles at each interaction, is unfettered by our loud family antics during our dance
parties, and maintains a calm and steady curiosity about her world that at times merges
with the most delightful of giggles.
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|273| Appendices

|274| Appendix A
Background on the VIA Classification of Character Strengths and the VIA Survey

VIA Classification: Background

Positive Psychology

While president of the American Psychological Association in 1998, Martin Seligman called for the
field of psychology to balance itself out and give equal scientific attention to what is positive
about human experiences. Up to that point, psychologists had studied positive experiences,
however, there had been far more weight and attention given to disorders, disease, conflict, and
other problems. Seligman outlined the focus of positive psychology as the study of positive
subjective experiences, positive traits, and positive institutions. This created a two-fold
opportunity:

1. To highlight and bring to the forefront the best research and practices that had been done
prior to the late 1990s (e.g., Ed Diener’s many decades of work on subjective well-being,
Csikszentmihalyi’s work on flow theory, Jon Kabat-Zinn’s work on mindfulness meditation,
and Daniel Batson’s work on empathy, to name a few). Indeed, several texts on positive
psychology soon emerged and served to help integrate the many areas of well-being, where
researchers and practitioners could find many concepts under one umbrella. For example, in
one of these early texts, the Handbook of Positive Psychology, there were 55 chapters
denoting a rich array of scholarly work that had already been conducted on the positive side
of life, many of these previously unknown to most practitioners (Snyder & Lopez, 2002).

2. To promote new research along several avenues of well-being (and stimulate funding for
this research). There has been an explosion of research in positive psychology since 2000.
Scholarly articles on happiness, resilience, mindfulness, positive emotions, character
strengths, well-being, and many other areas abound. The field has rapidly spread to
professions outside of psychology, particularly evident in the domains of coaching, business,
and education.

Seligman described character strengths as the backbone of the field of positive psychology and
of creating authentic happiness (Seligman, 2002), and later argued that the focus on the 24
character strengths is the central pathway to five core areas of well-being (i.e., PERMA; Seligman,
2011).

Early Scientific Meetings

Neal Mayerson, a psychologist and philanthropist in Cincinnati, Ohio, became interested in
Seligman’s writings on positive psychology and decided to contact him to explore
collaborat |275| ing in advancing positive psychology. Mayerson was interested in the study of
positive youth development and whether a paradigm shift could be made from problem-focused
approaches to strength-based approaches. In February 2000, the two organized a minisummit of
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leading evidenced-based programs – titled the “Power of Positive Psychology Conference” – to
potentially choose which program might be best to study more deeply and roll out nationally in
the US. Several teams presented to a “panel of listeners” who represented thought leaders in
positive youth development, product development, and government funding programs. After
hearing from each group, an insight arose and reverberated among the panel of listeners. They
recognized that instead of bringing forward one or more specific programs, it was more important
to legitimize future programs by establishing an intellectual and scientific framework from which
many future programs could grow. At that point Seligman and Mayerson switched gears to
respond to this insight by focusing their collaborative effort on developing basic tools needed to
advance the science of character – namely a nomenclature that would describe the elements of
character needing investigation as well as tools for measuring these characteristics.

Mayerson then asked Seligman: “Who is the best person to lead a large-scale project on the
creation of a classification of character strengths?” Seligman responded without hesitation:
“Chris Peterson, an accomplished research psychologist and professor at the University of
Michigan, would be the best in the country. I don’t know if he’s available. But I will call him.” In
that phone call, Peterson (2014) reports that Seligman asked him: “What do you want to do with
the rest of your life?” and Peterson jokingly thought he was going to finally hear a marriage
proposal. As the question got clarified, Peterson decided to take the position during the
conversation (p. ix). Mayerson negotiated with the University of Michigan for Peterson to take a
3-year hiatus from his position at the university, and Peterson temporarily moved his office to the
University of Pennsylvania. Next, they gathered a diverse group of scientists and practitioners for
a weekend retreat at the Glasbern Inn. Among the participants were top scholars from the field of
psychology, philosophy, and biology, as well as top youth development practitioners and key
people involved with developing the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, the diagnostic system
used in the field of mental illness. The group’s charge was to help Peterson and Seligman figure
out how to tackle the challenge of creating a science to understand what’s best about human
beings and how those characteristics are used to create good lives for individuals and society at
large. Seligman (2000) summed up the conference with the following:

I learned today that learning theory made a huge mistake. It regarded negative and positive emotion as
reinforcers. And that surely is true, but it’s minor. The theory that I see emerging is that negative emotion is a
signal that tells you that you are in a zero-sum game. It activates a set of narrowing responses. But positive
emotion is a signal that says you are in a nonzero-sum game. It’s a broadening, building system. I think we have
the beginnings of a categorization ...we don’t have a taxonomy, we have a categorization...the VIA Categorization
of Strengths and Virtues. I actually think that we have a new theory of human motivation.

Peterson and Seligman then led an effort that included input from an impressive group of 55
scientists in this inquiry, among them being Barbara Fredrickson, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Ed
Diener, Donald Clifton, Howard Gardner, Robert Sternberg, and George Vaillant. The entire
project was conducted under the auspices of a new nonprofit organization named Values in
Action Institute, which was founded and funded by the Manuel D. & Rhoda Mayerson Foundation
in Cincinnati, Ohio under the leadership of Dr. Mayerson as its President. (see Appendix H for
more on the VIA Institute).

|276| VIA Classification: Development

There exist classification systems for studying what is wrong with people – the DSM-5 (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013) and the ICD-10 (World Health Organization, 1992) – but prior to the
VIA classification, there was nothing comparable for human strengths. Positive psychology
needed a consensual nomenclature for classifying positive traits to serve as a backbone for
research, diagnosis, and intervention.
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Virtues
Peterson led a substantial historic analysis reviewing the best thinking on virtue, strength, and
human goodness, spanning over 2,600 years. This was a daunting task that was fraught with
challenges, as many previous attempts fell short for not including universal virtues or the system
was culturally bound or overrepresentative of the investigator’s or the organization’s (political,
religious, or otherwise) personal values (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005). These scientists took a
systematic, two-fold approach: a literature review of previous attempts to classify virtue and an
empirical approach driven by two questions: Would the virtue catalogs of early thinkers
converge? Would certain virtues, regardless of tradition or culture, be widely valued? (Dahlsgaard
et al., 2005; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The researchers looked for “coherent resemblance,”
reflecting that “the higher order meaning behind a particular core virtue lined up better with its
cross-cultural counterparts than with any other core virtue” (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005, p. 204).
What emerged were six similar themes (virtues) emerging across the traditions of Athenian
philosophy, Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. These
paralleling themes were wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence.

Character Strengths
The next challenge was to devise a scholarly process for making choices about which character
strengths would be included. Initial brainstorming involved several elite scholars including Donald
Clifton and Marcus Buckingham of the Gallup Organization, flow founder Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi,
happiness researcher Ed Diener, scholars Kathleen Hall Jamieson and George Vaillant, positive
psychology founder Martin Seligman, and project director Chris Peterson, among others. Peterson
and his team expanded the scope beyond the major world religions and philosophers throughout
modern time to review any text, cultural artifact, or product they could find that in some way
outlined the best qualities in human beings and/or spoke about virtue, strength, and human
goodness: This included works such those of Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Aquinas, Aristotle, King
Charlemagne, as well as the work of well-known psychologists such as Abraham Maslow, who
studied the characteristics of self-actualized individuals (Maslow, 1970), and lesser known figures
such as Marie Jahoda, who wrote one of the first positive-oriented psychology books in 1958
(Jahoda, 1958). They also reviewed the core tenets of the Boy Scouts of America, fictional
depictions (e.g., Star Trek’s Klingon Code), the wisdom found in greeting cards, eulogies, popular
songs, testimonials, tombstones, and other places where virtue and positive sentiments are
commonly expressed. They studied related research literatures revolving around character from
a variety of sciences including psychiatry, youth development, philosophy, and psychology. The
literature from character education programs (Berkowitz, 2000) and strengths-oriented social
work (Saleebey, 1996) were also reviewed. The pioneering work with talents by Gallup was
reviewed, and various discussions were held |277| with senior scientists at Gallup (Peterson &
Seligman, 2001). The basic premise was to leave no stone unturned (Peterson & Seligman, 2004;
Peterson, 2006a).

The character strengths were then determined based on how well they met 10 specific
strengths criteria (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), such as whether the qualities were trait-like in
that they manifest across situations, are stable over time, and emerge in thoughts, feelings, and
behavior. Other criteria included whether the quality was fulfilling in and of itself, whether or not
it diminishes others when it’s expressed, and whether there exist paragons or exemplary
portrayals of the strength. Each of the 24 character strengths met at least 9 or 10 of these 10
criteria; the only exceptions were zest and love of learning, which met 8 of the 10 criteria. For
example, the strength of curiosity meets all 10 criteria since it is fulfilling, morally valued, does
not diminish others, has a nonfelicitous opposite, is traitlike, distinct from other character
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strengths, can be absent in some people in some situations, and there exist curiosity paragons,
prodigies, and institutions to support its development.

Other strengths did not sufficiently meet the strengths criteria thus were not included in the
VIA classification: Reasons include that the strength was not universally valued (e.g., consider
the dominant, Western-valued strengths of ambition and autonomy), was a prerequisite to other
strengths (e.g., politeness, gentleness), or was a blend of several of the basic character strengths
(Peterson, 2006; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). For example, the positive psychology construct of
grit, which involves maintaining effort and interest in a task or project over the long run
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007) seems to be largely explained as a blend of the
character strengths of perseverance and curiosity. Similar character strengths “compounds”
have been argued for: patience, tolerance, responsibility, mindfulness, and other positive
psychology constructs.

Universality

In the early 2000s, data from over 30 nations supported the ubiquitous nature of character
strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), and a couple years later data was published on the
ubiquity of character strengths in over 50 countries (Park et al., 2006), and again 9 years later,
studying 75 countries (McGrath, 2015b). In addition, Robert Biswas-Diener (2006) conducted
some of the pioneering cross-cultural research with the VIA classification, offering support for the
universality of the VIA strengths showing that these characteristics are more than a Western
cultural phenomenon. He traveled to some of the most remote areas on the planet to inquire
about the existence of these 24 strengths and whether these criteria were expressed. In his
article, he focused his attention on three cultures in particular – Maasai tribal people in Kenya,
Inuit people in Northern Greenland, and university students in the US. These groups were
selected as they represent far-ranging differences from one another as evidenced in language,
technological development, cultural and spiritual practices, geography, and history. Biswas-
Diener and his team found high rates of agreement on the existence, importance, and desirability
of all 24 character strengths in these cultures. The cultures also acknowledged the possibility
that people of any age and gender could develop the strengths and that there are cultural
institutions to foster them. Some cultural differences were found: the Inuit women were rated
higher in kindness and men were rated higher in self-regulation, whereas women were rated
higher in self-regulation among the Maasai people.

Measurability

Some strengths are more easily measured than others, for example, creativity can accurately be
measured by self-report questions (Silvia, Wigert, Reiter-Palmon, & Kaufman, 2012);
simi |278| larly, curiosity can also be validly measured by querying the individual’s motivation to
seek out new experiences and their willingness to embrace novelty and uncertainty (Kashdan et
al., 2009). The strength of humility, on the other hand, is less easily measured because if a
person responds positively to the statement, “I am a humble person,” then it is questionable
whether they are reporting accurately or do they actually lack humility. Indeed, the use of self-
report in measuring humility has been critiqued strongly, noting the use of informant reports as a
superior approach (Davis, Worthington, & Hook, 2010).

VIA Survey
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An important necessity of scientific domains in which a classification has been devised is to have
a measurement tool to study the classification. Therefore, part of the focus of the VIA project
from the outset was the creation of a scientifically valid assessment tool to measure the 24
character strengths. This was done successfully by VIA project director Christopher Peterson.
Following several revisions, the VIA Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS; nicknamed VIA Survey) was
completed, good psychometrics achieved (good reliability and validity), and released to the
public for free use (Park & Peterson, 2006a; Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

The VIA Survey is a self-report questionnaire that identifies 24 elements of positive personality
characteristics (“character”) that are expressed alone and in combinations in characteristic ways
by each individual. The original questionnaire consisted of 240 questions, 10 questions for each
strength, and now the default survey is 120 questions, 5 questions for each strength. Additional
versions, being held to further rigorous, scientific standards are being released on the VIA site
(McGrath, 2017). There is also a VIA Youth Survey for youth between the ages of 10 and 17. Good
psychometrics were established in developing this measure (see Park & Peterson, 2006b), and a
large study found the data best fit a four-factor model involving two interpersonal factors, a
general engagement factor, and an other-oriented factor (McGrath & Walker, 2016). Due to the
shorter attention span of youth, the 198 questions of this measure posed a logistic problem for
many schools and children, therefore it was substantially shortened, but it retained acceptable
psychometric levels. The psychometrics on these surveys, a shorter version of the VIA Survey for
adults used by researchers consisting of 72 items and additional measures, can be found on the
VIA Institute website. The VIA Survey has been translated into more than 35 languages; McGrath
(2015a) published analyses and validity information on several of these translations, including
Danish, Dutch, French, German, Hebrew, Italian, Japanese, Korean, Portuguese, Brazilian
Portuguese, Spanish, Swedish, Turkish, simplified Chinese (mainland China), and traditional
Chinese (Hong Kong).

The VIA Survey offers a comprehensive look at one’s strengths of character. The user receives
rank-ordered results to allow one to view one’s highest strengths and one’s middle and lower
strengths. This enables the user to make relative comparisons between strengths; the test was
not designed to allow the user to make comparisons between different users. It is important to
note that the results one receives do not trump the life that one lives. Thus, if an individual lives
a life of kindness but kindness comes in toward one’s Bottom 5, one should prioritize the finding
in one’s own life rather than the finding of the test, especially if one’s family and friends would
support that kindness is a core part of that individual.

|279| Appendix B
Checklist for Strengths-Based Practitioners

Are you really strengths-based? Examine several of your therapy or coaching sessions or your
business or school meetings through the lens of these questions. If you believe you are struggling
in a particular area, review the concepts and the related practices in this book to help you move
forward. This is not meant to be an exhaustive list of all possible strengths-based actions, rather
a substantive jumping-off point for practitioners to review their work and make progress.

__ Do you use the VIA Survey prior to or early on when you meet with a client?
__ Do you ask several questions to assess and explore what is best in each client?
__ Do you offer an equal amount of exploratory questions that target strengths/competencies
compared with weaknesses/deficits?
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__ Do you address the various categories of human strengths, such as abilities/talents, skills,
interests, and resources?
__ Do you deliberately use character strengths to offer an insight or a reframe on problems,
relationship conflicts, and stressors?
__ Do you label character strengths in the moment during sessions and offer an explanation for
the strength you spotted?
__ Do you offer summary feedback on your client’s character strengths in every meeting?
__ Do you consciously use your own character strengths, especially your signature strengths, in
your meetings with clients?
__ Do you prepare for meetings by reviewing your client’s signature strengths before you meet
with them?
__ Do you adhere to a structured model/approach when helping a client to develop their
character strengths?
__ Do you collaboratively discuss and draw direct links between client goals and their character
strengths?
__ Do you “see” your clients? Do you really understand who they are, using their signature
strengths as a lens?
__ Do you coherently link, at least in your mind, various character strengths concepts and
applications throughout your theoretical orientation/approach (e.g., solution-focused, CBT,
dynamic, performance-oriented, etc.)?
__ Do you know at least a handful of character strengths interventions and how to tailor them to
your client?

|280| Appendix C
A Sampling of Strengths-Based Models

Several of these strengths-based models are discussed in this book. Models are distinguished
from strengths-based programs like mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP) and from solely
strengths-based theories such as that of Saleeby (1996).

Aware-explore-apply (Niemiec, 2013, 2014a). The character strengths process model that
describes the steps clients go through as they work on character strengths. Aware: break
through strengths blindness and bring character strengths to the surface. Explore: dig into
past use, future potential use, how character strengths have been used during good and
bad times. Apply: take action and set goals to develop character strengths (see Chapter 3).
Aware-align-appreciate (AAA). Developed by Neal Mayerson, VIA Chairman, for the business
sector. Aware: cultivate an awareness of character strengths. Align: connect character
strengths with work relationships, tasks, organizational mission/values. Appreciate: not only
acknowledge but express value for the strengths of those you work with.
Appreciative inquiry (AI) model (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). Popular among positive
psychology enthusiasts who work in the organizational sector. The AI-4D framework helps
people to create positive, systemic change: Discover what is the best (the strengths of the
individual and organization) from the past, dream what is possible for the future, design
pathways forward, and deliver on the changes most desired (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005).
Strengths-based CBT (Padesky & Mooney, 2012). Four steps that were created as a model
for building resilience in the therapy context. Clients are invited to search for strengths,
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construct a personal model of resilience, apply the model, and then practice resilience
through behavioral experiments.
The 4 E’s model (Wong, 2006). Joel Wong articulates strengths-centered therapy which is a
social-constructionist approach to psychotherapy. Explicitizing phase: identifying strengths
using techniques such as reframing and polyvocality. Envisioning phase: naming the
character strengths the client would like to develop in order to advance therapeutic goals.
Empowering phase: developing strengths habits and experiences to feel more empowered.
Evolving phase: review and celebrate gains, especially the growth in character strengths.
GROW model: Developed by Sir John Whitmore (1996), used by various types of coaches.
The four steps are goal, reality, options, and will/way forward.
ACHIEVE model: Developed by Sabine Dembkowski and Fiona Eldridge (2003), and used by
executive coaches. The seven steps are: assess current situation, creative brainstorming of
alternatives, hone goals, initiate options, evaluate options, valid action program design,
encourage momentum.
PRACTICE model: Developed by Steven Palmer (2008), and used by coaches. The steps are:
problem identification; development of realistic, relevant goals; generation of alternative
solutions; consideration of consequences; targeting most feasible solutions; implementation;
chosen solution(s); evaluation.

|281| Appendix D
Frequently Asked Questions About Character Strengths

These are common questions asked by both practitioners and their clients. While most have been
answered in the preceding text, these offer perhaps another angle for learning about character
strengths.

What is the difference between a signature strength and a
character strength?
A character strength refers to any of the 24 positive, universal traits in the VIA classification,
while a signature strength is a subset of these character strengths. Signature strengths are those
strengths highest in one’s profile and are viewed as most essential to the person as well as being
qualities that are especially energizing and natural to use.

Is it better to work on signature strengths or lesser
strengths?
It is generally best not to view this as an either/or issue. Each will be important for different
clients in different situations. Research has found benefit for both approaches. That said, it is
likely that participants will enjoy and be more energized by working on their signature strengths.
Often they might not realize this and request to focus on building up a lower strength.
Practitioners need to be aware of the many factors working in their favor when focusing on
signature strengths, such as positive reinforcement, a greater chance of boosting self-efficacy as
it’s easier to focus on a strength that comes naturally, and potentially higher retention rates and
adherence to interventions as signature strengths are energizing. These may collectively lead to
a wider range of benefits for the client. Further research is needed to confirm these hypotheses.
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Practically speaking, the client’s signature strengths are a great starting place for
understanding who they are. It is important for the client to confirm or disconfirm which
strengths are actually signature. Many clients will spot other strengths in their Top 10 that they
believe are signature and, at the same time, clients will sometimes note one or two strengths in
their Top 5 that do not resonate with them, even after considerable reflection and discussion.
This is where the practitioner–client dialogue/relationship is important for fleshing out signature
strengths.

Are the results of the VIA Survey affected by mood?
Mood is similar to the concept of state (like the transient states of positive emotions or upsetting
emotions) but character is more synonymous with our traits (enduring, stable characteristics that
stand the test of time and circumstance). It may feel as though a bad mood or a stressful day is
having a significant impact and that it will influence our test responses. Indeed, a mood |282| may
influence a trait/strength in a given situation one way or the other. However, the overarching
idea is that our character ultimately transcends mood/values. Character is who we are and we
take that with us from situation to situation and it’s there through the good days and bad days.
So, one day I might take the VIA when I’m upset and then a few weeks later take it when I’m
happy, but my signature strengths of hope and curiosity are right there with me in both scenarios
so the results are likely to be similar. This is supported by the finding that the VIA Survey has
good test-retest reliability. In addition, it is unlikely that my core character is going to
substantively change in such a short period of time.

My lowest strengths are weaknesses, right?
The belief that our lower strengths are weaknesses is an extraordinarily common sentiment,
especially given our weakness-driven, problem-focused world. It’s important to remember that
the VIA Survey does not measure weaknesses so we cannot determine that as a result of the VIA
Survey we are seeing our weaknesses come in at the bottom. Since the VIA Survey only
measures and ranks our strengths, the best we can articulate is that we have higher, middle, and
lower strengths. We can give them additional names like “signature,” “phasic” strengths, “focus”
strengths,” “balance” strengths, or of course “lesser” or “lower” strengths. There is no doubt
whatever you are lowest in, you have still used this strength (probably even today to some
degree). Did you not express some self-regulation when you got out of bed and brushed your
teeth and ate breakfast? Did you not express some prudence in how you spoke with your client?
Did you not express some humility in how you interacted with your colleagues at work?

This is quite important for practitioners to understand because what you believe/understand
will be passed down to your clients/students/etc., and we don’t want to pass down incorrect
messages or messages that don’t serve the highest good and the best potential of our clients. I
had a poignant back-and-forth conversation on this issue with one client who hated using the
word “strength” in the same sentence as those qualities coming up lower for her. After a long
discussion, what she came to realize is that some strengths she uses “broadly” (for her it was her
creativity and curiosity, which she realized she used in all domains of her life and every situation
she encountered) and some strengths she used “narrowly” (just at certain times and in certain
situations).

At the same time, it is good to normalize this topic for clients who look to the bottom and talk
about weakness. You might say something like this to them:
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Yes, Maria, that is a common thought to see your bottom qualities as weaknesses. However, Maria, I want you to
understand that this test only measures strengths, so all of these are strength capacities within you. It is likely that
you simply do not use these lower strengths as often, you are not as familiar with them, or you are actually wanting
to do more with them but feel you can’t. Maria, if you view these as less-used strengths then you and I can talk
about ways to use them more or to boost them up; however, if you continue to see them as weaknesses, you may
simply feel worse about yourself and feel that they are incapacities in you that cannot be changed. Now, it might
be, Maria, that these lesser strengths are ones that you will need to give extra attention to in order to boost or you
will have to use your signature strengths to support you to counterbalance them. They may or may not become as
strong as your signature strengths, but I have seen people who have made substantial changes with their lower
strengths. So, it will be interesting to see what you discover as we discuss them further and you begin to focus on
them more.

Recently, I was collaborating with a positive psychology leader who was throwing the word
“weakness” around in relation to his lowest strength of prudence. He believed he had the
strengths tests (multiple ones) to prove his prudence was weak and that it being 24 in his
|283| VIA results was somehow confirming that. Because he viewed it as a weakness, his

optimistic perception of himself in regard to prudence shifted … he became disempowered
around this strength, as if there was something wrong in him that couldn’t be changed. He was
not viewing prudence as a lower strength – a true capacity to be improved. It was as if he had
constructed his own made-up world around this word and that world became his reality. The
ironic thing about this is that he couldn’t have been more incorrect about this strength –
prudence – in relation to his behavior. This was a man who was enormously planful and practical,
very respectful, always on time, conscientious to a fault, terrific at setting and reaching personal
goals, and, from my view of collaborating with him on papers, presentations, and focus group
meetings, quite “practically wise.” These are exemplary prudence behaviors! If I had been asked
about his strengths I might have labeled prudence as his #1 strength. The problem here is that
seeing his lower strength as a “weakness” shifted and narrowed his perception of himself – it
limited him. He had concluded that the test showed this, and when he reflected on it, he agreed
that prudence indeed did not make him all that happy or energized, so then that must be the
conclusion of the story. And, in this case, it was only the beginning of the story, as strengths-
spotting, along with multiple clear examples across two conversations, helped him to make a
shift in how he viewed not only his prudence and his lower strengths, but his entire strengths
profile.

Early research on other strength categories is beginning to show that a focus on building
strengths is superior to approaches that focus on remediating weaknesses. Research on
character strengths so far is finding benefit in working on any of the character strengths in our
profile. The reason for this, it seems, is that in the short-run, it is energizing to try to improve
oneself and to turn to any of our natural capacities. But, it’s likely that most people will run low
on energy and motivation as they try – day after day – to build up lower strengths. It’s interesting
for a short while, but in the long run, we at the VIA Institute hypothesize that it is the expanding,
sharing, promoting, and expressing of our signature strengths that is likely to lead to long-term
benefit. We suggest that this is likely the case because signature strengths help us to be
ourselves, to act authentically in accordance with our inner, core self, and this will probably lead
us to discover unique benefits relating to happiness, energy, intimacy, connections, and success.

What I find for myself and others is that if you target a higher strength – and creatively expand
upon it, mindfully work with it throughout the day, stretch it beyond what you ever thought
possible – that the middle and lower strengths will often “come along for the ride.” In other
words, the expansion of signature strengths lifts all the others (perhaps the metaphor “the rising
tide lifts all boats” applies here). That’s the signature strengths expansion approach, also
referred to as the “towing effect.”
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When you boil this down, it may simply be an experience in semantics. Because we all have
weaknesses and blind spots for sure and context plays an important role in what we bring forth
strongly. But, as all good practitioners know, language and how we communicate is a huge part
of the process. So not only is the language of VIA highly important for clients, but also the
language in how we introduce it, explain strength principles, explain the importance of context,
and the issues therein.

How does the VIA Survey differ from Gallup’s
StrengthsFinder 2.0?
The strengths assessment tool most often compared to the VIA Survey is the Gallup
StrengthsFinder. It is clear why people frequently compare these two measures as the latter has
been around for a couple decades due to the pioneering work in the 1990s of Donald Clifton, who
was interested in creating an objective measure of personal talent. Clifton viewed strengths as
|284| an extension of talent and that when talents are consistently combined with knowledge and

skill the individual expresses near-perfect performance (i.e., strength). Clifton and many other
scientists at Gallup have continued their pioneering work with strengths for decades and have
helped bring strengths to the forefront of the minds of countless individuals and organizations.

While the VIA Survey and StrengthsFinder are similar in that both measure positive qualities
with a self-report scale, there are a number of important distinctions (see Appendix E). The VIA
Survey focuses on universal strengths of character, whereas StrengthsFinder focuses on talents
and skills in the workplace setting. The StrengthsFinder, like most strengths measures, is not
open to the scientific scrutiny of peer review. A unique quality about the VIA Survey and the VIA
Institute’s other measurements is that it encourages peer review! Indeed, each year, hundreds of
scientists, students, and others conduct research using one of the VIA (free) measures.

Do the results on the VIA Survey change over time?
It is possible that the results can change, however, in a different manner to what people typically
imagine when asking this question. The VIA Survey has good reliability which means it is
repeatable over time – individuals are likely to receive similar results. The general idea is that
people will receive consistent results over time because our personality is stable over time and
we are who we are – whether we are stressed, in the midst of turmoil, at our best, 2 years older,
feeling down, etc. Now, that’s not to say that if someone grows into a deeper self-understanding,
experiences a traumatic event, gets married, has a child, or joins the military that their strengths
will not change. Still, it won’t be changes such as one’s Top 5 becoming one’s Bottom 5 and vice
versa. It is particularly common and expected for one’s top strengths to shuffle around in the Top
10 or so and the same for one’s bottom strengths.

The first step in assessing whether one’s VIA Survey results have changed is to look at the
summaries of the raw scores (offered in detailed VIA interpretive reports). This is because there
might actually be ties or meaningless differences (e.g., differences of raw scores of .1 or .2)
between top strengths. After taking this into consideration, the individual can then properly make
relative comparisons between their tests.

In addition, if a practitioner discovers a substantive change in a client’s raw score, then it is
important to query the client about this. For example: What do you make of gratitude popping
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into your Top 5? Have you been focusing more on being curious these days? What has been
going on in your life that might account for your high strength of teamwork this year?

Are character strengths more nature-based or nurture-
based?
When it comes to our personality, the answer is almost always – “both are important.” And, some
scientists believe that with advancements in epigenetics and the study of the interaction of our
genes and environment, the nature/nurture question becomes rhetorical and fruitless, similar to
the question: What contributes more to the area of a rectangle – the height or the width? Instead
of viewing which has more of an effect, we can attempt to learn from both sides and hence make
this immediately practical. Both nature and nurture have played an important role in our lives. I
can think of how I genetically share similar strengths to my biological mother as both of us are
high in love and I share similar strengths with my adoptive father (who raised me from age 3) as
both of us are high in fairness.

|285| Character strengths researchers examined the genetics of the 24 character strengths by
studying 336 twins and found significant genetic effects for most of the 24 (Steger, Hicks,
Kashdan, Krueger, & Bouchard, 2007). They were able to determine this by looking at
monozygotic (identical) twins and dizygotic (fraternal) twins, and they found very strong
correlations for the former twins but not the latter. It is clear that genes play a strong role, but
they also found that there is an important role the environment plays in accounting for our
character strengths.

The phenotype, the expression of our genes (genotype), is seemingly infinite. Let’s say there
are 10 people in a room who are high in creativity. The expression of that creativity is likely to
vary widely. One person expresses creativity through writing poems and short stories, another
person is great at coming up with numerous creative ideas during team brainstorming meetings,
another is an artist who paints brilliant watercolors, and yet another person is great at finding
unique ways to solve problems. To offer a metaphor from Neal Mayerson, there are a finite
number of universal facial expressions, such as the display of joy and sadness, but the
expression of those facial gestures varies widely and is unique to the given individual. Similarly,
each person express their character strengths in a unique way, no doubt a result of an
interaction of our genes and environment, both of which have already played an important role in
our life.

How well does research support the mapping of the six
virtues and the 24 character strengths nesting underneath
them?
The first point to remember is that the VIA classification was developed as a conceptual rather
than correlational model. In the VIA classification, the six virtues are the broader category that
capture the complexity of human goodness and the character strengths are the more specific
components as they are the positive qualities that make up the virtues. There have been many
analyses conducted and published. Factor analysis is a research procedure designed to examine
how constructs cluster. Factor analyses of the VIA Survey have found a number of factors
(clusters) emerge, usually finding four or five factors (see Azañedoa, Fernández-Abascalb, &
Barracac, 2014; Brdar & Kashdan, 2010; Choubisa & Singh (2011); Khumalo, Wissing, & Temane,
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2008; Littman-Ovadia & Lavy, 2012; MacDonald, Bore, & Munro, 2008; McGrath, 2014; Peterson,
Park, Pole, D’Andrea, & Seligman, 2008; Ruch et al., 2010; Shryack, Steger, Krueger, & Kallie,
2010; Singh & Choubisa, 2010) and in one case six factors, which were described as the six
virtues of the VIA classification (Ng, Cao, Marsh, Tay, & Seligman, 2016). The largest of these
studies, using over 650,000 subjects, was by McGrath (2014), who found four factors. While
these studies do not reveal an identical layout to the VIA classification, good integrity is
maintained, and the framework holds up conceptually. This is further supported by Ruch and
Proyer (2015), who conducted an analysis of the strengths and virtues concepts, synonyms, short
and long definitions, and item content, involving ratings from 70 experts and 41 laypersons, and
followed by a factor analysis. There was substantial convergence from the ratings and six factors
emerged. Many, but not all, strengths aligned with their original virtue. In their publication,
Peterson & Seligman (2004) note that while the justice and humanity strengths could be merged
as one set of interpersonal strengths, the virtue distinction is conceptually useful.

Other studies have found that some strengths may fit better under different virtue categories,
for example, one study has found that hope loads up strongly under courage whereas zest does
not (Pury & Kowalski, 2007), and another study found that humor aligns strongly under several
virtue categories especially the virtues of wisdom and humanity (Muller & Ruch, 2011).

|286| Another strong study identified a three-virtue model across multiple measures of
character strengths and used four samples consisting of over one million cases (McGrath, 2015c).
The pattern revealed a reliable structure consisting of “inquisitiveness,” “caring,” and “self-
control” strengths. In practical terms, this might be viewed as using strengths of the “head,
heart, and hands.”

As researchers look to the future in writing a revision of the Peterson and Seligman (2004) text,
it is assumed that any changes to the VIA classification will be the result of extensive analyses,
replication studies, and converging cross-cultural data – quantitative and qualitative – from a
wide array of sources, rather than the results of a single study.

Is the VIA Survey recommended as a tool for helping people
select their optimal career or for employee selection
purposes?
The short answer is “no.” Here are the details, starting with how the VIA Survey can be helpful for
career decision-making and career counseling. It is pivotal for self-awareness in that knowledge
about one’s signature strengths, middle strengths, and lesser strengths can offer deep
awareness and personal insights that can lead to change. This can then lead to individuals
becoming more informed on the interplay between their unique character strengths profile and
potential career paths and optimal work settings they might be interested in. The character
strengths work also promotes positivity for those on the career path, catalyzing pleasure,
engagement, and meaning through awareness of strengths, which can then be used with greater
frequency, intensity, or duration, and with greater balance, fluency, and savvy to support their
aspirations.

The VIA Survey is generally not recommended for making automated career matching
decisions (e.g., “You are high in curiosity so therefore you should go to graduate school to
become a psychologist,” or you should not go into law because you are not high in
judgment/critical thinking). The rationale here is that there are many different kinds of jobs and
roles in any particular career. For example, an accountant might have a nonsocial, isolated
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bookkeeping job or a creative and social job as a chief financial officer. Career selection is
complex, nuanced, and a highly individualized, personal decision.

The VIA Survey is generally not recommended for employee hiring, firing, promoting, and other
selection decisions because this instrument was not designed for this purpose (other instruments
were designed for those intentions). In addition, employees can fake the test by giving the
answer they believe their employer wants to see. This, of course, invalidates the results. Also, the
VIA Survey was not designed to make comparisons between people, so comparing one
applicant’s results and raw scores with another applicant’s would not be an optimal procedure.

|287| Appendix E
Comparison of VIA Survey with StrengthsFinder (Gallup) and Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator (MBTI)

VIA Institute/VIA Survey Gallup/StrengthsFinder 2.0

Key offering: Common language Talent themes

Intended domains: All of life (home, work, school, social) Work

Link to personality: Identity N/A

Core phenomena: Being and doing Doing

Strengths identified: Core character Talents/skills

Basis for validity: Historical analyses, criteria, psychometrics Polling

Focus: Signature strengths, but all 24 matter Top 5

Organization: Nonprofit For profit

Involvement of science: Open to all scientists Proprietary

Scrutiny of science: Peer-reviewed Not peer-reviewed

VIA Survey Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)

Key offering: Common language Types/themes

Intended domains: All of life (home, work, school, social) All of life (home, work, school, social)

Approach: Dimensional (you have more or less of each
strength)

Categorical (you have a particular type)

Strengths identified: Core character Preferences

Basis for validity: Historical analyses, criteria, psychometrics Theory rooted in C. G. Jung

Focus: Who you are and what you do in the world Orientation for viewing the world

Interventions: Very important Not relevant

Personality (Big 5): Incremental validity (unique) Subsumed under Big 5 (not unique)

Cost: Free Charge per use

Organization: Nonprofit For profit

Involvement of science: Open to all scientists Proprietary; not open

Scrutiny of science: Peer-reviewed Not peer-reviewed

|288| Appendix F
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Flagship Papers on Character Strengths

There are several elements to consider with the unofficial label of a published article being a
flagship or seminal paper in the field of character strengths. The list here focuses on flagship
papers that have direct ramification for practice. If this were focused on character strengths
flagship papers in basic research or measurement then there would be an abundance of papers
by Willibald Ruch and Robert McGrath. Here are the elements considered:

Domain specific: The paper offers a seminal, authoritative, thorough discussion laying the
conceptual groundwork or research basis for character strengths integration in a specific
domain (e.g., education), with a particular population (e.g., people with addictions), or
application approach (e.g., interventions). It reviews what is known at the present time and
reflects an openness to new insights and research/practice developments. This will typically
involve a review of theory, research, and/or practice for that area. It may or may not include
an empirical study.
Practical: The paper offers immediate ways practitioners can take action using character
strengths in the area focused on. It might also offer suggestions for future research.
Character strengths: The focus of the paper is on strengths of character, not positive
psychology at large, not other categories of strengths such as talents/abilities, skills, or
resources, and not generic strengths.
Peer-review journal: The paper is published in a peer-reviewed journal, not a book,
chapter, newsletter, or blog publication.

Business/Organizations
Mayerson, N. M. (2016). Creating sustained organizational success: An application of character
science. Positive Work and Organizations: Research and Practice, 2. An expanded version was
originally published in Danish in the journal, Kognition & Paedagogik in 2015 under the editorship
of Mads Bab.

Education
Linkins, M., Niemiec, R. M., Gillham, J., & Mayerson, D. (2015). Through the strengths lens: A
framework for educating the heart. Journal of Positive Psychology, 10(1), 64–68.

Disability (Intellectual/Developmental)
Niemiec, R. M., Shogren, K. A., & Wehmeyer, M. L. (2017). Character strengths and intellectual
and developmental disability: A strengths-based approach from positive psychology. Education
and Training in Autism and Developmental Disabilities, 52(1).

|289| Psychotherapy

Seligman, M. E. P., Rashid, T., & Parks, A. C. (2006). Positive psychotherapy. American
Psychologist, 61, 774–788.

Career Counseling
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Littman-Ovadia, H., Lazar-Butbul, V., & Benjamin, B. A. (2014). Strengths-based career
counseling: Overview and initial evaluation. Journal of Career Assessment, 22(3), 403–419.

Mindfulness
Niemiec, R. M., Rashid, T., & Spinella, M. (2012). Strong mindfulness: Integrating mindfulness and
character strengths. Journal of Mental Health Counseling, 34(3), 240–253.

Interventions
Seligman, M. E. P., Steen, T. A., Park, N., & Peterson, C. (2005). Positive psychology progress:
Empirical validation of interventions. American Psychologist, 60, 410–421.

What’s Missing?
Plenty. In addition to advancing those mentioned here, flagship papers for character strengths
would be welcomed in higher education; close/positive relationships, parenting, health/medicine
(prevention, lifestyle, chronic disease management), mental illness/clinical psychology,
addictions, sport (performance enhancement), and humanities (art, music, literature, etc.), to
name a few.

|290| Appendix G
10 Character Strengths Concepts and Applications in Specific Movies

Moral Goodness
Star Wars: Episode VII – The Force Awakens (2015)

Article: Sansom, Bretherton, & Niemiec (2016)

Overuse of Character Strengths
Divergent (2014)

Article: Niemiec (2014b)

Signature Strengths Exemplar and Strengths Underuse: A
Contrast
Frozen (2013)

Article: Niemiec and Bretherton (2015)
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Positive Interventions
Alice in Wonderland (2010)

Article: Niemiec (2010b)

The True Meaning of the Concept “Character”
Invictus (2009)

Article: Niemiec (2010c)

Understanding Humility
Twilight (2008)

Article: Niemiec and Clyman (2009)

Understanding Spirituality
Flight of the Red Balloon (2007)

Article: Niemiec (2008)

|291| Criteria for a Positive Psychology Movie

The Pursuit of Happyness (2006)

Article: Niemiec (2007)

Overcoming Fear With Strengths
Batman Begins (2005)

Article: Niemiec and Ferland (2006)

Overcoming Loneliness With Strengths
The Station Agent (2003)

Article: Niemiec (2005)

|292| Appendix H
About the VIA Institute on Character
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Present Day
Organization: The VIA Institute on Character is a nonprofit organization headquartered in
Cincinnati, Ohio. Website: https://www.viacharacter.org
Mission: Advance the science and practice of character strengths.
Team: Core team of five, along with two senior scientists, several consultants, and
numerous enthusiasts around the globe.
Action: Creates and validates surveys of character, develops practical tools for individuals
and practitioners, educates people on character strengths.

Gives out research codes to hundreds of new and established researchers every year to
use character strengths surveys in basic and applied science.
Gives presentations on character strengths to hundreds of practitioners each year.
Offers practical tools and resources on its website, which is visited by over a million
people a year.
Partners with global leaders to help advance VIA’s mission.

Receives grants, but also uses the money from VIA reports and courses to give grants to
support new research in the science of character.

History
Originally the Values in Action Institute, VIA was created in 2000 by Dr. Neal Mayerson, following
extensive discussion and collaboration with Dr. Martin Seligman, the founder of positive
psychology, and a number of top scientists in the social sciences.

Published Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004), with Oxford University Press and the American Psychological Association.

The nonprofit’s name was formally changed in 2006 to VIA Institute on Character (and VIA
classification, VIA Survey/VIA Inventory of Strengths, VIA Youth Survey) in order to place
emphasis on the core of this work – character. The word “VIA” stands on its own, in Latin
meaning “path” or “road,” which serves as a good metaphor.

The VIA Institute has been supported generously by the Manuel D. and Rhoda Mayerson
Foundation, a private family philanthropy in Cincinnati, Ohio.
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|293| Index

Symbols
360° – Character Strengths 360° (CSI 7) 1, 2, 3, 4

A
accomplishment/achievement 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10

ACHIEVE model [executive coaching] 1

Acting "As If" (CSI 12) 1, 2, 3

Activate Your Zest! (CSI 29) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

admiration 1, 2, 3, 4

aerobic laughter 1

Alice in Wonderland [movie] 1

alignment of strengths 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

with family activities 1

ambition 1, 2

American Psychological Association 1, 2, 3

anchoring 1, 2, 3

applied morals 1

appreciation of beauty and excellence 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12

appreciation of strengths 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19

appreciative inquiry 1

authenticity 1, 2, 3, 4

autism 1

avoidance 1, 2, 3

aware-align-appreciate model 1

aware-explore-apply model 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

awe 1, 2, 3, 4

B
Batman Begins [movie] 1

Beck Depression Inventory 1

behavioral activation 1, 2, 3, 4

Believing Change Is Possible (CSI 51) 1, 2, 3, 4

Benefit-Finding With Strengths (CSI 53) 1, 2, 3

325



Best Possible Self (CSI 64) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

Big 5 1, 2

boosting curiosity 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

boosting humility 1, 2, 3, 4

Boost Your Motivation (CSI 4) 1, 2, 3

bravery 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
35, 36

broaden-and-build theory 1

business 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12

C
calling/work-as-a-calling 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

capitalization model 1, 2

career counseling 1, 2, 3

Character Strengths and Virtues [book] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10

Character Strengths Genogram (CSI 6) 1, 2, 3

circumplex (2-factor balance graph) 1, 2, 3, 4

cognitive-behavior therapy (CBT) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

collisions 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

interpersonal 1, 2, 3

intrapersonal 1, 2, 3, 4

common language 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

compassion-focused reappraisal 1, 2

compensation model 1

Compliment Review (CSI 48) 1, 2, 3

compound strengths/strength combinations 1, 2

confidence 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

congruence 1

conscientiousness 1, 2, 3

context 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33

context-mapping 1, 2, 3

couples 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10

courage 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16

civil courage 1

creativity 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
35, 36, 37, 38, 39

Cultivate Inner Self-Worth (CSI 24) 1, 2, 3, 4

Cultivating Sacred Moments (CSI 40) 1, 2, 3, 4

culture 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21
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curiosity 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50

D
Deathbed Test, The (CSI 21) 1, 2, 3

Defining Moments Exercise (CSI 25) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

depression 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) [book] 1

dimensionality 1, 2, 3, 4

disability (intellectual/developmental) 1, 2, 3, 4

disengagement 1, 2, 3

Divergent [movie] 1

E
elevation 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

engagement 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24

Engaging With Beauty (CSI 36) 1, 2, 3, 4

entity theory 1

F
factor analysis 1, 2

fairness 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29

family 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27

family strengths culture 1, 2

family therapy 1

family tree of strengths 1, 2

fixed mindset 1, 2, 3

Flight of the Red Balloon [movie] 1

flourishing 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23

flow 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13

forgiveness 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29

Frozen [movie] 1, 2

G
Gallup/StrengthsFinder 2.0 1, 2, 3

gentleness 1, 2, 3

Gift Of Time (CSI 31) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

goal-setting 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9
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Hope for Your Goals (CSI 61) 1, 2, 3

self-concordance 1

self-concordant goals 1

SMART goals 1

golden mean 1, 2, 3, 4

goodness 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14

gratitude 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41

Gratitude Letter/Visit (CSI 38) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

GROW model [coaching] 1, 2

growth mindset 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

H
habit theory/strengths habit 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

happiness strengths 1, 2, 3

harmonious passion 1, 2, 3

Healthy, Fair Fighting (CSI 45) 1, 2, 3, 4

Helping or Harming? (CSI 56) 1, 2, 3

holistic mapping 1, 2

honesty 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23

hope 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35,
36

hospitality 1

hot buttons 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

definition 1, 2

examples 1

Managing Your Strength Hot Buttons (CSI 59) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

humanistic approaches 1, 2

humility 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
35, 36, 37

humility card 1, 2, 3

humor 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28

hypnosis trances 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

I
ICD-10 (World Health Organization) 1

ideal self 1, 2, 3

Imagined Conversation (CSI 28) 1, 2, 3, 4

Implementation Intentions (CSI 63) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6
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incremental theory 1

inner advisor 1, 2

intelligence 1, 2, 3

intentional activities 1

intercorrelation 1, 2, 3

interests [type of strength] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

International Coach Federation (ICF) 1

interpersonal strengths 1

interventions packages 1

intrapersonal strengths 1

Invictus [movie] 1, 2

J
jack of all strengths 1

judgment/critical thinking 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27

K
kindness 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46

King’s Speech, The [movie] 1

L
languishing 1

Law of Jante 1, 2

leadership 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26

Letter From the Future 1

Life Summary (CSI 22) 1, 2

little character strengths use 1

lost strengths 1

love 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35,
36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41

Love Letter (CSI 42) 1, 2, 3

love of learning 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24

Loving-Kindness Meditation (CSI 30) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

lower/lesser strengths 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15

M
malevolent creativity 1

master strength 1, 2
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meaning 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29

Mental Contrasting (CSI 62) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

mental subtraction 1, 2, 3

Mentors/Role Models (CSI 10) 1, 2, 3, 4

Michelangelo phenomenon, the 1

middle strengths 1, 2, 3, 4

military 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

mindfulness 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26

autopilot 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11

being and doing 1, 2, 3

Fresh Look Meditation (CSI 67) 1, 2, 3, 4

From Mindless to Mindful (CSI 68) 1, 2, 3, 4

Meditation Targeting a Character Strength (CSI 69) 1, 2, 3

Mindful Listening and Speaking (CSI 44) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23

Mindful Pause, The (CSI 65) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

momentarily strengths-based 1

scientific definition 1

Strengths Gatha (CSI 70) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

strong mindfulness 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

mindlessness 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

miracle question 1, 2

misuse of strengths 1

morality 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

behavioral acts of goodness 1

moral exemplars 1

virtuous character 1, 2

motivational interviewing 1

multidimensionality 1, 2

multiple intelligence 1, 2

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) 1, 2

N
narrative 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

negative mindset 1

O
observational learning 1, 2
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optimal strengths use 1, 2, 3

overuse of strengths 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22

Managing Character Strengths Overuse (CSI 58) 1, 2, 3

principles 1

types 1

P
parenting 1, 2

patience 1, 2, 3, 4

Pay It Forward (CSI 32) 1, 2, 3

PERMA 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

perseverance 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33,
34

person-activity fit 1

perspective 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33,
34, 35, 36, 37

perspective-taking 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

phasic strengths 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

playfulness [see humor] 1

plurality 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

Pollyannaism 1, 2, 3, 4

polyvocality 1, 2

Positive Action Through Movies (CSI 26) 1, 2, 3, 4

positive contagion 1, 2

positive education 1, 2

positive emotions 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20

Positive Mental Time Travel 1, 2

positive psychology 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

positive psychotherapy 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

Positive Reappraisal With Strengths (CSI 55) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14

positive reminiscence 1, 2, 3, 4

Positive Reminiscence With Strengths (CSI 49) 1, 2, 3

power zone 1

PRACTICE model [coaching] 1

preconscious 1, 2

Prosocial Spending (CSI 33) 1, 2, 3

prudence 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
35, 36

psychodynamic approaches 1, 2
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psychojudo 1

psychological mindedness 1

Pursuit of Happyness, The [movie] 1

R
reflected best self portrait 1

refractions 1, 2

reframing 1, 2, 3, 4

relationships 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

religiousness 1

resilience 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15

Resource Priming (CSI 52) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

resource priming general 1, 2, 3

resources [type of strength] 1, 2, 3

ROAD-MAP [for interventions] 1, 2

S
Satisfaction With Life Scale 1

savoring 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15

savored strength 1

strategy 1

strength that rises, the 1

strong savoring 1

self-actualization 1, 2

self-assessment 1

self-bravery 1

self-compassion/self-kindness 1, 2, 3, 4

self-determination 1

self-efficacy 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7

self-esteem 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11

self-fairness 1, 2

self-forgiveness 1, 2

self-honesty 1

self-leadership 1

self-monitoring 1, 2, 3, 4

Self-Monitor Your Strengths (CSI 8) 1

self-perspective 1

self-regulation 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33
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signature strengths 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31,
32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52

behaviors 1, 2

definition 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

identity 1, 2, 3, 4

in the movies 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

mechanisms 1, 2

practices 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13

research 1, 2, 3

Signature Strengths Across Domains (CSI 15) 1, 2, 3, 4

Signature Strengths Survey 1

simple behaviors 1, 2

sisu 1

skills [type of strength] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11

social anxiety 1

social intelligence 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28

solution-focused approaches 1

spirituality 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23

sacred, the 1, 2, 3

stages of change model 1, 2

Star Wars: Episode VII – The Force Awakens [movie] 1, 2, 3

Station Agent, The [movie] 1

strength combinations 1

strengths-based 

CBT 1

checklist for practitioners 1, 2, 3, 4

functional analysis 1, 2

goal-setting 1

models 1, 2

practitioner tips 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18

strengths blindness/blind spots 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9

strengths fluency 1, 2, 3, 4

Strengths Gym 1

strengths paradox 1, 2

strengths-spotting 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13

in oneself 1, 2, 3, 4

in others 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

secret 1
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steps (labeling, explaining, appreciating) 1

Stories and Character Strengths (Develop Strengths-Spotting) (CSI 9) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

stress management 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13

intervention package 1

Overcome Stress With Humor (CSI 57) 1, 2

synergies 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

interpersonal 1

intrapersonal 1

T
talents [type of strength] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9

tall poppy syndrome 1

team roles 1

teamwork 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33

Enhance Teamwork Through Role Matching (CSI 34) 1, 2, 3

Three Funny Things (CSI 39) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

Three Good Things (CSI 37) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

thriving learning communities 1

tolerance 1, 2, 3

towing effect 1, 2

Twilight [movie] 1

U
underuse (of strengths) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15

types 1, 2

V
value-added strength 1, 2

values [type of strength] 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15

values affirmation 1, 2

veterans 1, 2

VIA classification 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32,
33

VIA Institute 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21

VIA interpretive reports 1

VIA Survey (VIA Inventory of Strengths) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26,
27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 41

VIA Youth Survey 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

vices 1, 2, 3, 4
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virtues 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22

virtuous circle 1, 2, 3, 4

W
Weaknesses 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13

What Matters Most? (CSI 23) 1, 2, 3, 4

wise interventions 1, 2

wonder 1

Y
you at your best 1, 2, 3

Z
zest 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33
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