
Understanding our strengths and motivations 

Personal strengths are very important in personal growth and development. They are the attributes 
that define us as individuals. Strengths could include being honest, kind, patient, respectful,   
motivated, confident and self-disciplined. While weaknesses could include being dishonest,   
impulsive, cruel, self-serving and obnoxious.

Overall, personal strengths are the personal skills we use in achieving goals. They are also the skills 
that help us survive. With that in mind, it is easy to see why some people consider negative   
attributes to be strengths. These "strengths," however, rarely lead to positive relationships and high 
levels of satisfying and enduring success.

If we truly want to change our lives and take more control over our future, personal strengths are 
the place to start building basic life skills. In general, positive attracts positive and produces better 
outcomes. So our main focus should be on acquiring and developing positive attributes. Since no 
one is perfect, however, allowing some time for minimizing weaknesses is also a good idea.

The following two exercises are designed to help you bring awareness to your strengths.

Exercise 1 -  Red and Green Activities 

 Step 1: Introduction 

A hallmark of strengths is “energy.” When we use our strengths, we feel energized and engaged. 
Activities that rely on our strengths are enjoyable and feel as if our energy levels are being raised. In 
contrast, using weaknesses drains us. When we operate from our weaknesses, we feel negativity, 
disengagement, and lack of motivation. Activities that rely on our weaknesses feel as if our energy 
levels are being drained. 

In this exercise, we call activities that rely on your 
strengths and provide you energy    
“green activities.” 

These are activities that: 

• you genuinely enjoy doing

• make you feel energized 

• make you forget the time 

• you look forward to 

• you can do well even under conditions of stress   
 or fatigue 

Activities that rely on your weaknesses and 
deplete your energy are referred to as   
“red activities.” 

These are activities that: 

• you do not like doing 

• make you feel depleted 

• seem to pass very slowly 

• you don’t look forward to 

• require a lot of effort and self-control to do well
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 Record Red and Green Moments 

During the upcoming week, record your “green” and “red” moments daily. Use the table 1 here. In 
the first column of this table, provide a brief description of the activity. In addition, indicate energy 
levels per activity by registering the extent to which the activity at hand enhanced energy or  
depleted energy. 

In the second column, put a sign next to each activity to indicate the change in energy level: 

--  required a lot of energy 
-   required some energy 
0   did not require energy but did not give energy either 
+   gave me positive energy 
++   gave me a lot of positive energy

 Strengths Reflection 

After completing the reflections, closely examine your answers. Select the five activities that make 
you feel most energised and use the first column of the table 2 here, “My Top 5 Green Activities, “to 
list them. Next, use the second column of the table to indicate what strength(s) you may be using 
during each activity.

 Weaknesses Reflection 

Now do the same thing for the 5 activities that depleted your energy. Select the 5 activities that 
make you feel most depleted and use the first column of table 2 here, “My top 5 Red Activities,“ to 
list them. Next, use the second column of the table to indicate, for each activity, which strengths you 
lack during this activity.

 Evaluation 

What have you learned from this exercise?

How can you use your strengths more often?

How can you effectively deal with situations that deplete your energy? For instance, you can   
delegate your energy-draining areas to someone or reframe those tasks? Alternatively, you may 
marshal your strengths to help or build your energy ahead of time so that you have the baseline 
energy you need to get through an energy-draining task.
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Table 1: Daily Reflection Form 

Activity Energy levels Notes

Activity Energy levels Notes

GREEN ACTIVITIES

RED ACTIVITIES



Table 2: My Top Five Activities - Reflection

Activities that make me feel most energised: Strength(s) that I’m using during these activities:  

MY TOP 5 GREEN ACTIVITIES 

MY TOP 5 RED ACTIVITIES 

Activities that make me feel most depleted:  Strength(s) that I’m lacking during these activities:  
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Exercise 2 – You, At Your Best

 Step 1: Find your story 

Think of a specific time, recently or a while back, when you were at your very best. You may have 
been facing a particularly difficult situation, or you may have enhanced an already positive situation. 
You were expressing the qualities that make you feel the most authentic and energized. The   
experience made you feel proud and happy to be alive. Develop a story for that experience or for 
that moment in time. 

 Step 2: Write 

Write your story as concretely as you can. Allow the facts of the story to demonstrate your strengths 
and values. What happened in the situation? What role did you play? What did you do that was 
particularly successful or useful to someone? What kind of feelings did you experience? 

 Step 3: Beginning, middle, end 

Give the story a beginning, a middle, and try to close your story with a powerful ending. You might 
take the approach of reliving the positive experience in your mind, just as you were watching a 
movie of it. Write your story down. 

 Step 4: Read  

After you have completed writing about your experience, go back and read your story. As you read 
through it, circle the words and/or phrases that you would consider to be related to your personal 
strengths. 

 Step 5: Find your strengths 

Write down a list of your strengths that you identified as the result of reflecting upon a time when 
you were at your best. 
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Exercise 3 - Self-Regulation  

Armed with self-awareness and knowledge of your strength this next exercise is designed to tap 
into how you use your strengths to their optimal impact. 

Our strengths reflect our capacity for thinking, feeling, and behaving in ways that facilitate the 
pursuit of valued outcomes (Linley & Harrington, 2007). The comprehensive study of strengths is a 
new initiative for psychological research and hallmark of the positive psychology movement.   
Examples of strengths include curiosity, kindness, fairness, perseverance, humility, and hope. 

Strengths can be underused or overused, and this misuse leads to negative functioning and  
psychopathology. Optimal strength use is also referred to as the “golden mean,” and one achieves 
the golden mean through strength regulation. Our context and needs at a given moment in time 
influence our ability to use our strengths optimally. 

For example, your best friend asking you if you like her wedding dress moments before she walks 
down the aisle may require you to “dial down” your strength “honesty” and dial-up your strength 
“kindness.” In this way, strength use can be compared to a volume control knob on a stereo, rather 
than an on/off switch. 

This exercise invites you to examine times in your life where they misused a personal strength and 
what happened because of this. There is also a visual, using the metaphor of a volume dial, for you 
to assess the extent to which you’ve misused the strength. You’ll then examine a personal (or  
hypothetical) example of when you’ve used this same strength optimally.

Introduction 

The best way to play to our strengths in day-to-day life is to manage the way we use them mindfully 
because sometimes, overplaying or underplaying a strength can lead to problems.

Take, for example, your best friend asking you whether you think her wedding dress is pretty 
moments before she walks down the aisle. At this moment, if you happened to dislike the dress, 
overplaying your strength “honesty” could have dire consequences. You (as well as your best friend) 
would benefit most from regulating your ‘honesty’ at this moment. 

Like the volume knob on a stereo, playing to your strengths can be dialled up and dialled down for 
the best result in a given situation. In this exercise, you will choose a personal strength and explore 
the consequences of overplaying (i.e., dialling up) and underplaying (i.e., dialling down) this strength 
in a particular context. You will then explore what it would be like (and what the outcome would be) 
to use this strength in an optimal way (i.e., to set the volume at the perfect level).



Step 1: Select a Strength 

First, select a personal strength for this exercise. You might like to choose one of your strengths that 
you wish to use more of or that you know you tend to underuse or overuse in your life (e.g., honesty, 
creativity, perseverance). 

My strength:
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Step 2: Overplaying the Strength1

Can you think of an example when you overplayed this strength? 

What did you do (i.e., what did overplaying this strength look like)?

What were the consequences?

In the illustration below, select on the dial to indicate the extent to which you were  
overusing your strength: 



Step 3: Underplaying the Strength3

Can you think of an example when you underplayed this strength?

What did you do (i.e., what did underplaying this strength look like)?

What were the consequences?

Select on the dial to indicate the extent to which you were underusing your strength in this 
situation:



Exercise 2 – You, At Your Best

Step 1: Find your story 

Think of a specific time, recently or a while back, when you were at your very best. You may have 
been facing a particularly difficult situation, or you may have enhanced an already positive situation. 
You were expressing the qualities that make you feel the most authentic and energized. The  
experience made you feel proud and happy to be alive. Develop a story for that experience or for 
that moment in time. 

Step 2: Write 

Write your story as concretely as you can. Allow the facts of the story to demonstrate your strengths 
and values. What happened in the situation? What role did you play? What did you do that was 
particularly successful or useful to someone? What kind of feelings did you experience? 

Step 3: Beginning, middle, end 

Give the story a beginning, a middle, and try to close your story with a powerful ending. You might 
take the approach of reliving the positive experience in your mind, just as you were watching a 
movie of it. Write your story down. 

Step 4: Read  

After you have completed writing about your experience, go back and read your story. As you read 
through it, circle the words and/or phrases that you would consider to be related to your personal 
strengths. 

Step 5: Find your strengths 

Write down a list of your strengths that you identified as the result of reflecting upon a time when 
you were at your best. 

Step 4: Using strength optimally4

Can you think of an example when you used this strength optimally? If not, what would the optimal 
use of this strength look like?

What was/would be the outcome?

Select on the dial to indicate the extent to which you used or would use your strength 
optimally at this time:

Step 5: Self-Regulation5

Do you tend to misuse this strength in your day-to-day life? If so, is your tendency to overuse or 
underuse it? 

What triggers you to misuse this strength?

What could you do to use this strength more optimally in the future?
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