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INTRODUCTION
Do the questions you ask your clients help them to say “yes” to life, exploration, 
experimentation and change?  Are you able to help your clients discover the true, the 
good, and the possible about “who they are” in ways that fuel confidence, energy, and 
commitment? Do you help clients create lasting changes in the ways they think, feel, and 
act that unlock their potential and enable them to consistently flourish?

Researchers have found that we live in a world our questions create because what we 
ask people determines what they discover and shapes their ability to imagine, plan, and 
create their future reality (Gergen, 1994; Cooperrider, Barrett & Srivastva, 1995; Orem, 
Binkert & Clancy, 2007).  Unfortunately, the pull of the problematic, the deficient and the 
broken has consistently created what Cooperrider and Godwin (2011) describe as the 
“80-20 deficit bias” in most “helping professions.”  With nothing but the best intentions, 
there is a tendency to invest approximately 80 percent of our time, energy and effort 
fixing what’s not working, leaving only 20 percent to build upon what’s working well. 
ripple right around the world. It’s my heartfelt hope this eBook helps you do just that.

But a growing body of evidence (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2013) suggests that we 
should be reversing this equation.  For example in 2006, 63 percent of employees 
reported they’d be more successful at work if they focused on fixing their weakness 
(Buckingham, 2007).  But in 2015, this number has been completely reversed with 64 
percent of employees now reporting they’d be more successful if they focused on 
building their strengths (McQuaid & VIA Institute, 2015).

In this guide we’ll begin by understanding the incredible growth over the past decade 
of strengths-based coaching and explore the potential benefits.  We’ll walk you through 
how to use an appreciative approach to coach someone through the development of 
their strengths and the positive psychology tools I’ve found helpful to integrate. Finally 
we’ll look at who this approach is most suited for and provide you with additional 
resources if you’re wanting more help.

It’s my heartfelt you find this tool of help to bring out the best in yourself and others.

Warmest wishes

Michelle

chellemcquaid

    
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Creativity  
is bound up  

in our ability to find  
new ways around  

old problems.  
 - Martin Seligman
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WHY STRENGTHS 
COACHING?
Focusing on the development of people’s strengths is solidly grounded in established 
learning and psychological approaches that have a lineage back to Aristotle, through 
Jung, Horney and Rogers, to the modern coaching approaches of Whitmore and 
Gallwey that has found people to be inherently motivated toward developing their full 
potential (Linley & Harrington, 2006).  Recognizing that this directional force can be 
thwarted and distorted due to the brain’s instinctive negativity bias and the still widely 
perceived social value of fixing weaknesses (McQuaid & Lawn, 2014), over the past 
decade a growing body of research has tried to provide new insights on how people’s 
strengths can be more effectively developed.

The use of strengths in coaching is becoming increasingly popular (Biswas-Diener, 
2010; Elston & Boniwell, 2011; Linley & Harrington, 2006a), but this is still a relatively 
recent field of study.  The concept of strengths began to appear in business literature 
decades ago. First, with Haldane (1947) who believed the core reason for people’s lack 
of efficiency at work was that senior management were not equipped to identify the 
strengths of their people.  Then, with Drucker (1967) who suggested that management’s 
task was to make strengths effective and weaknesses irrelevant,  before finally breaking 
through into mainstream consciousness with the research of Clifton (1992) and The 
Gallup Organization who found that people’s greatest areas of growth lay in developing 
their strengths.  Clifton’s studies led to the creation in 1998 of StrengthsFinder, the first 
online strengths assessment tool for talents in organizations. 

The introduction of positive psychology by Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) from 
the outset called for the development of a science of human strengths.  Committed 
to helping practitioners recognize much of their best work in consulting rooms was 
amplifying strengths, rather than repairing the weaknesses of their clients, Chris 
Peterson and Martin Seligman (2004) led a team of esteemed scientists on a three-
year project to uncover characteristics that describe the best in human beings across 
all cultures, nations, and beliefs. This unprecedented scientific inquiry led to the VIA 
Classification of Character Strengths and Virtues (see Table 1).  This framework not only 
provides an evidence-based manual of strengths and the means for their cultivation, but 
also resulted in the VIA Survey for adults and VIA Youth Survey (ages 10-17), the first 
online strengths assessment tools for character strengths across all domains of life.
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The availability of reliable strengths assessment tools has generated a growing body 
of research focused on measuring the impact of developing people’s strengths.  As 
a result we have come to understand that strengths are a key mechanism within 
the larger construct of human flourishing.  These findings have led to hundreds of 
peer-reviewed studies of character strengths and countless coaches and other 
practitioners weaving character strengths into their practice. Today it is estimated 
more than 15 million people around the world have completed an online assessment 
of their strengths (McQuaid & VIA Institute, 2015).

To date studies have found the following benefits for people who consistently take a 
strengths development approach to work and life:

• HAPPIER - they report lower levels of depression, higher levels of vitality, and good 
mental health (Seligman et al., 2005; Gander et al., 2012; Mitchell, et al, 2009).

• EXPERIENCE LESS STRESS - they report higher levels of positivity and in 
particular the development of character strengths of kindness, social intelligence, 
self-regulation, and perspective appear to create a buffer against the negative 
effects of stress and trauma (Wood et al., 2010; Park & Peterson, 2009; Park, 
Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

• FEEL HEALTHIER AND HAVE MORE ENERGY - greater endorsement of 
character strengths is associated with a number of healthy behaviors including 
leading an active life, pursuing enjoyable activities, and eating well (Proyer et al, 
2013; Park, Peterson & Seligman, 2004).

• FEEL MORE SATISFIED WITH THEIR LIVES - individuals who are satisfied with 
life are good problems-solvers, show better work performance, tend to be more 
resistant to stress and experience better physical health (Park, Peterson
& Seligman, 2004; Proyer et al., 2011; Buschor, Proyer & Ruch, 2013; Brdar & 
Kashdan, 2010; Proyer, Ruch & Buschor, 2012; Gallup, 2013a; Rath, 2007; Harter, 
Schmidt & Keyes, 2003).

• ARE MORE CONFIDENT - both strengths knowledge and strengths use are 
significantly associated with self-efficacy, self-esteem, self-acceptance, and self-
confidence (Govindji & Linley, 2007; Minhas, 2010; Hodges & Harter, 2005). 
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• EXPERIENCE FASTER GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT - positive self-monitoring 
and strengths building are particularly suited to circumstances when you’re learning 
something new, something difficult, or something perceived as difficult
(Kirschenbaum, et al, 1982).

• ARE MORE CREATIVE AND AGILE AT WORK - feelings of authenticity, vitality and 
concentration created by developing strengths help people to better adapt to 
change, engage in more creative and proactive behaviors, pay more attention to 
detail, and work harder (Dubreuil, Forest, & Courcy, 2013; Harzer, & Ruch, 2014).

• FEEL MORE SATISFIED AND EXPERIENCE MORE MEANING IN THEIR WORK -
people who use four or more of their top character strengths at work are more likely 
to experience job satisfaction, pleasure, engagement, and meaning in their work 
(Littman-Ovadia, & Steger, 2010; Wrzesniewski, et al, 1997, Harzer, & Ruch, 2012; 
Harzer, & Ruch, 2013; Peterson, et al, 2010; Littman-Ovadia, & Davidovitch, 2010).

• ARE MORE ENGAGED IN THEIR WORK - studies have found that employees who 
have the opportunity to regularly use their strengths at work each day are up to six 
times more engaged in what they’re doing (Minhas, 2010; Gallup, 2013b; Gallup 
2013c; Clifton & Harter, 2003; Crabb, 2011)

• MANAGERS WHO FOCUS ON PEOPLE’S STRENGTHS EXPERIENCE 
IMPROVED TEAM PERFORMANCE AND GREATER SUCCESS - leaders who 
focus on the strengths of employees benefit from lower levels of staff turnover, 
higher levels of productivity, more satisfied customers, and greater profitability
(Corporate Leadership Council, 2004; Hodges, & Asplund, 2010; Clifton & Harter, 
2003; Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). 
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The only possible failure 
would be never managing to 

find the right role or  
the right partners to help 

you realize that  strength  
 - Donald O. Clifton
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HOW DOES STRENGTHS 
COACHING WORK?
Strengths coaching is founded on the assumption that positive attributes exist within 
every person and that these can be built upon to enable human potential.  While 
recognizing that weaknesses, problems and obstacles exist, it counterbalances the 
brain’s natural negativity bias to help clients focus on the true, the good and the possible 
in any chosen domain of their life and supports them in taking tested, practical steps 
to realize their goals.  This focus on finding and building upon people’s strengths 
fundamentally changes the nature of assessments, the interventions, and the questions 
coaches draw upon.

Human beings have a variety of strengths within them and these arise in different 
degrees and contexts. For clarification purposes, we outline these types of strengths 
(Niemiec, 2014) below:exhausting way to ensure changes last.

• CHARACTER STRENGTHS: YOUR POSITIVE IDENTITY – who you are at 
your core.  Viewed as positive personality traits that lead to benefits for 
yourself and others, e.g., gratitude, perseverance, hope, and creativity.

• TALENTS: strengths that are innate and have a strong biological loading. 
The best example of this is Howard Gardner’s (1983) 
multiple intelligences which include abilities/talents such as spatial 
reasoning, musical ability, interpersonal ability, and so on.

• SKILLS: specific proficiencies that are developed, usually as a means to an 
end, e.g., developing typing skills, researching skills, or learning carpentry.

• INTERESTS: areas and topics that a person is passionate about, 
e.g., playing tennis, collecting coins, watercolor painting.

• RESOURCES: the one type of strength that is external but substantially 
supports the person, e.g., family support, good friendships, 
safe neighborhood, volunteer or spiritual community. 
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One of the most effective, engaging and enjoyable ways I’ve found for clients to benefit 
from strengths coaching because it can fuse together each of these different aspects of 
strengths is to leverage the Appreciative Inquiry (AI) change framework.  Designed as 
a strengths-based approach to creating lasting change, appreciative coaches ask their 
clients questions designed to help them: 

• DISCOVER high-point moments where they have felt engaged, energized and
authentic to discover how they are already using their strengths.

• DREAM of what might be possible if everything in their future went as well as it
possibly could and they were developing the strengths needed to achieve their most
desired goals.

• DESIGN pathways that draw upon their strengths to move them from where they are
to where they want to be.

• DELIVER on their commitments by taking small steps to develop their strengths and
turn their hopes into reality.

Based on the belief that human systems are heliotropic, meaning they will move toward 
their positive core, this 4D framework is designed to help your client uncover the true, 
the good, the better and the possible in themselves.

Each of these steps is typically completed with a related positive psychology intervention 
that prepares the clients for the coaching conversation that then unfolds over a one-hour 
session that can be conducted face-to-face, by video-conference or telephone.
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McQuaid and Dauman (2009) theorize that the affirmative and appreciative nature of 
appreciative questions helps your client to open up a fresh perception of ordinary life 
and creates a learning mindset that fosters self-efficacy and confidence (Maddux, 
2002), invites intrinsic motivation and hope (Lopez et al., 2004), fuels commitment 
and performance to achieve the desired outcomes (Locke, 1996) while meeting the 
individual’s psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness (Brown & 
Ryan, 2004).

In order to trust the process, in my experience clients need help understanding the 
mechanisms that are likely to make appreciative coaching effective.  For example, I 
find it valuable to explain that each person has a natural neurological and social bias 
to focus on what’s not working and finding ways to fix these perceived weaknesses 
(Baumeister et al., 2001), so clients understand this natural pull and feel that they have 
permission to raise these pre-occupations at any stage during the coaching process.  
I also find it beneficial to show how despite this predilection, it is by developing 
their strengths that they can capitalize on the intellectual, psychological, social and 
physical resources they already possess to make achieving their goals more engaging, 
energizing and enjoyable. 

When problems or perceived weaknesses are raised during the appreciative coaching 
process – and in my experience they will be raised at some point – you’ll need to be 
prepared to reframe, minimize or deal with these concerns through a strengths lens. I 
find the best place to begin is to reframe the concern by exploring if the weakness could 
actually be strengths being underplayed or overplayed in this situation.  If this is not 
the case, see if the weakness can be minimized by reshaping what the client is doing, 
finding a complementary partner or taking a more team-orientated strengths approach.  
If none of these approaches are possible, try dealing with these concerns for the client 
by exploring how they can develop a basic level of competence to minimize any risk 
around this concern (Linley, Woolston & Biswas-Diener, 2009).
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You cannot be  
anything you want  

to be – but you can be a  

whole lot more  
of who you already are.  

 - Tom Rath
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WHAT DOES A  
STRENGTHS COACH ASK?
The first step in any Appreciative Inquiry experience is to get clear on what you’re 
inquiring about. Cooperrider (1990) believes topic choice is fateful, as what you focus on 
will determine what is seen and done.   For example, after struggling to lose weight for 
years, it was only when Cooperrider stopped asking “What can I cut out of my diet?” and 
started asking “How can I eat to thrive?” that he finally exceeded his health goals.  So 
how do you find the best topic for the changes you want to create?

Start by thinking about:

• What does your client want to grow?

• What does your client want to see, hear, feel or do more of in their work or in 
their life?

• What does your client value most?

• What will success look like for your client? 

A good topic should be important to you and the people you want to engage in the 
change process. It should be compelling, energizing and motivating.

Typically I apply this framework over four sessions, each of one hour in duration.  Once 
completed, I give my clients the option of ongoing coaching support if they need it, or 
to know that the support is always available if they are ready to take on the world once 
more.  But there is no right or wrong to how you apply these steps, only what works best 
for your client and for you.  Here is how I typically apply the framework with my clients: 
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DISCOVER
In preparation for this first coaching session ask your clients to complete an online 
strengths assessment tool before they arrive.  Generally I recommend the free VIA 
Survey (www.viacharacter.org) as the results are applicable across all life domains 
and it surfaces the client’s intrinsic motivations for goal achievement.   The approach 
outlined however would work equally well with Gallup StrengthsFinder or other strengths 
identification tools.

To ensure the generic descriptions of character strengths provided by these 
assessments tools make sense to the client, I also ask them to reflect on how their 
strengths are already appearing in relation to their chosen life domain for coaching.  This 
sets the tone for the process, helps them to take an appreciative view of themselves 
and creates a more positive self-image.  It also helps to build positive emotion and trust 
within the coaching relationships (Orem, Binkert & Clancy, 2007).

For example, a client who wanted to make their work more rewarding might be asked to 
note down their responses to the following questions and bring it to the first session:

• Think back on a high-point moment—a time that is memorable and stands out when
you’ve felt really engaged, energized, and enjoying what you were doing at work.
What exactly was happening in this moment? What were you doing? How did you
feel? What makes this moment so memorable? And, most importantly, which of your
character strengths were you using (there is likely more than one character strength
in play)?

• Think back on a time when you missed an opportunity at work because you
lacked confidence, feared failure, or procrastinated for too long. What exactly was
happening in this moment? What were you working on? How did it feel to hold
yourself back? What might it have cost you or your team? And, most importantly,
which of your character strengths could you have called upon to help you show up
and shine in this situation?

• Finally, think back on a time when despite putting in your best efforts things seemed
to have misfired, people didn’t appreciate what you were doing, and you may have
almost burned yourself out. What exactly was happening in this moment? How did it
feel to be working so hard and yet still be unable to deliver the results you wanted to or
be appreciated for your efforts? What did this cost you personally and professionally?
And which of your character strengths might you have been overusing in this situation
that, if dialed back, could have helped you get a better outcome?

http://www.viacharacter.org
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You can find a client discover playsheet by clicking here with examples of these 
questions. Feel free to steal with pride!

One of the most significant findings in the positive psychology intervention literature is on 
the value of signature strengths. In its simplest form researchers like to think of signature 
strengths as: those character strengths that are most essential to who you are – the real 
authentic you (Niemiec, 2013). They are the strengths that typically come up highest in 
an individual’s results and are natural to use and fill people with excitement, energy, and 
fulfillment when expressed. 

New studies are also finding that in addition to focusing on the use of clients’ signature 
strengths, there is value in helping clients to consider all of their strengths and find a 
balanced expression (Young, Kashdan & Macatee, 2014; Biswas-Diener, Kashdan 
& Minhas, 2011), understand how strengths can be overused and underused (Grant 
& Schwartz, 2012; Linley, 2008; Niemiec, 2014), and explore ways strengths can be 
integrated to form strengths constellations and synergies (e.g., the combination of 
curiosity and gratitude can be more powerful than curiosity or gratitude alone).  Such 
approaches require a more nuanced and savvy approach that moves beyond a client 
simply using their strengths more and instead integrates your client’s strengths with their 
unique personality and situational factors. 

Then during the “discover” coaching session be sure to review their survey results 
and insights together.  Try to help your client to add depth to the understanding of 
their character strengths, to be able to start spotting how strengths are developed in 
every day moments and to build an appreciation for the need to balance strengths.  
As the client’s levels of confidence about their strengths grow during this session, you 
can begin to open up space for the client to explore what might be possible if these 
strengths were consistently developed towards their goal. 

If you’re looking for tools to help deepen your client's understanding of the VIA Survey 
they may find this free eBook helpful: How To Put Your Strengths To Work.

https://s3.amazonaws.com/MichelleMcQuaidWebsite/Coaching+Playsheets+/MMcQ_Discover_My_Strengths_Playsheet_FINAL.pdf
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/product/how-to-put-your-strengths-to-work/
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DREAM
In preparation for the second coaching session, ‘dream’, ask your clients to complete 
the Best Possible Future Self exercise by writing expressively about themselves and 
imagining what might be possible in their chosen life domain if they were developing 
their character strengths each day and everything was going as well as it possibly 
could.  Studies suggest (King, 2001) this exercise helps clients to boost their levels of 
optimism, clarify their goals, and improve their confidence to follow through.

For example, a client who wanted to make their work more rewarding might be asked to 
complete the following and bring it to the second session:

•	 Select a point in your future career that is far enough ahead in time that you have 
space to create some lasting changes, but is not so far away that it feels like what 
you do now doesn’t matter. It might be six months, a year, three years from now . . . 
whatever feels right for you. 

•	 Then (after reading this), close your eyes, take a few deep, slow breaths, and just 
imagine that everything—everything—has gone as well as it possibly could and that 
you’re developing your character strengths consistently at work each day. And as 
you imagine this, think about: 

�	 Why are you leaping out of bed to get to work each morning?  What are going to 
work each day to do?  How is this moving you towards the career you want to be 
having and the life you want to be living?

�	 How are you developing your character strengths each day to make this 
possible?  Which of your strengths are drawing upon?  How are you ensuring 
they are effective?  What impact is this having on your work?  What impact is this 
having on you?

�	 How is your approach at work positively impacting others?  What are your clients 
or your peers saying about the changes they’ve noticed in you?  Why is your 
boss showing you that the changes you’ve made are appreciated?  Why are 
your friends and family so pleased that you made these changes? 
 
Try to imagine this future as realistically and vividly as possible. What are you 
thinking, seeing, hearing, doing, and feeling in this new world? What are the things 
that others notice, comment on, and value in you? The more descriptive and 
specific you can make it, the stronger this exercise will be in pulling you forward.
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• After you have a fairly clear image in your mind of how things might unfold, spend
about twenty minutes writing down the details in a stream of consciousness. Don’t
edit them. Don’t second-guess them. Don’t judge them. Just let them flow out.

• If you can, repeat this process for the following two days as well. It’s a great way to
really dig into your most hidden hopes.

You can find a client dream playsheet by clicking here with examples of these 
questions. Feel free to steal with pride!

If your client struggles with this exercise don’t be dismayed.  For some people being 
honest with themselves about what they truly want from their work or their life can be 
a frightening process.  They may never have really made time to contemplate these 
questions in the past.  And they may struggle with their fears of articulating their hopes 
to themselves – or to you – because once they have been acknowledged, what might it 
say about them if they’re not realized.

Try to encourage your client to simply start the exercise.  The reason this is designed as 
a stream of consciousness writing process is to create the space for them to be honest 
with themselves, without overthinking what they’re putting down.  Let them know they 
will not be committed to anything they share with you at this point.  In fact, they should 
feel free to play and explore different possibilities, to try on different futures (think of this 
exercise as their own time travel machine), so together you can note the ideas that 
carry the most energy.  If they really struggle you may want to try this as a guided 
visualization exercise during a coaching session.

Research has found that positive images of the future pull us forward into positive action 
by fueling us with hope and putting us on the road to finding solutions, helping us to 
realize we have the power to make things happen (Cooperrider, 1990). How does this 
work? Kashdan (2009) suggests that just the idea of having the rewards that come from 
getting something that we’re hoping for is enough to kick-start a cascade of dopamine 
through key neural pathways in the brain that have the power to move us from intention 
to action.

During the “dream” coaching session review the client’s notes from the Best Possible 
Future Self exercise together. Help your client to hear the hopes – the ‘want-to’ – goals 
that consistently appear throughout their journaling, to surface what is meaningful and 
personally important about these goals and to explore the stories being told about what 
is and isn’t possible.  Help them to surface a meaningful, strengths-orientated image of 
their future, which tempers their aversion to loss and motivates them to actively pursue 
what is possible. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/MichelleMcQuaidWebsite/Coaching+Playsheets+/MMcQ_Best_Possible_Future_Self_Playsheet_FINAL.pdf
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DESIGN
In preparation for the third coaching session, ‘design’, ask your clients to complete the 
Hope Map exercise by recording their ‘want-to’ goal, their chosen character strength 
pathways to make it a reality, the obstacles they might encounter and how they will 
maintain their motivation and willpower (Lopez, 2013).  Hopeful people understand that 
the way from the present to the future is rarely a straight line, and almost never one 
single line. They believe there are many paths to their goals and understand it’s unlikely 
any of them are free of obstacles. Consequently, they play and experiment with multiple 
strategies, and they plan for difficulties, setbacks, and disappointments to ensure they’re 
resilient enough to reach their goals (Lyubomirsky, 2008).

For example, a client who wanted to make their work more rewarding might be asked to 
complete the following and bring it to the third session:

•	 Imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to ten at the top. The 
top of the ladder represents the best possible future self. The bottom of the ladder 
represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say 
you are currently standing? Which step of the ladder would you be excited to stand 
on twelve months from now? What clear, specific, purpose-focused goal does this 
suggest you should set yourself? Write this down under the heading “Goal” on the 
far side of your page.

•	 Think about the small, manageable, concrete steps you can take to draw upon 
your strengths and that will move you closer to your goal. If you’re stuck, look back 
at your discovery play sheet for possible ideas. Make sure you identify at least 
a pathway A, pathway B, and pathway C. Write these down under the heading 
“Pathways” on opposite side of the page.

•	 For each pathway, write down the obstacles you might encounter that will keep you 
from achieving your goal. These might be related to time, resources, supporters, or 
other elements—either within or outside of your control. Be as honest as possible 
as studies suggest we’re more likely to achieve our goals when we plan for the 
challenges we’ll face upfront.  Write these down under the heading “Obstacles” in 
the middle of your page with the obstacles noted next to each pathway.

•	 Around the edges of the page, record what you can do to maintain your willpower 
for this journey. How will you monitor your progress? Who will you ask for support? 
How  will you celebrate your efforts along the journey?
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You can find a client design playsheet by clicking here with examples of these 
questions. Feel free to steal with pride! 

This can be another exercise where clients sometimes get stuck because their fears get 
stirred up.  Reassure your client the goal is not to create the perfect Hope Map - they 
can even write it in pencil if they are really unsure what they want to commit to.  Rather 
the goal is to help them start thinking through the steps they want to start taking towards 
the future they’ve now imagined.  If they want to improve the template, do it in pictures 
rather than words, or tweak it in any other way that still articulates the elements outlined 
that’s absolutely fine.  This should be a joyful process.  

Of course, if they get completely stuck, I encourage them to bring it our next session so 
we can figure it out together.

During the “design” coaching session the client’s notes from the Hope Map exercise 
are reviewed together. The coach helps their client to identify multiple pathways that 
develop their character strengths and move them towards their goals, to be realistic 
about the obstacles they might encounter and to ensure they have the support to move 
from where they are to where they want to be.  It has been found to help clients make 
better short-term choices, regulate their behaviors and have the energy to make things 
happen (Synder, 2000).

https://s3.amazonaws.com/MichelleMcQuaidWebsite/Coaching+Playsheets+/MMcQ_Hope_Map_Playsheet_FINAL.pdf
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DELIVER
In preparation for the fourth and final coaching session, ‘deliver,’ ask your clients to 
complete the following Strengths Habit exercise to help them take small, daily steps 
along their chosen pathways.  In my experience, the most common reason client’s give 
for not developing their strengths is that they’re simply too busy to start.  This obstacle 
can be overcome by helping client’s leverage the simple neurological loop researchers’ 
have discovered (Graybiel, 1998) of cue, routine and reward to create an 11-minute 
daily strengths habit.

For example, a client who wanted to make their work more rewarding might be asked to 
complete the following and bring it to the final session:

• IDENTIFY THE HABIT YOU WANT TO DEVELOP. Determine the habit you wish to 
create and the strengths you can draw upon to make this easier based on one of the 
pathways in your Hope Map. You might be dialing up an underused strength, dialing 
down an overused strength, or simply being more consistent and frequent with a 
character strength you’ve been using well.

• CUE THE HABIT IN THIRTY SECONDS. Make it easy to get your habit started
by anchoring it to a habit you already have (like getting out of bed each morning, 
traveling to work, or turning on your computer), embedding it in your environment 
(such as putting your alarm clock on top of your running gear, leaving the article you 
want to read across your computer keyboard, or attaching a Post-It note reminder to 
your car keys), or using a when/then statement to prime your brain for specific 
situations (like, “When I get to work, then I will spend ten minutes checking in with a 
colleague”). Use one or more of these strategies to trigger the desired behavior, and 
take a moment to conjure up the reward waiting at the end of your routine to kick in 
the cravings that drive your habit loop.

• PRACTICE YOUR ROUTINE FOR AT LEAST TEN MINUTES. Immerse yourself in 
a routine that will allow you to advance your chosen pathway by drawing upon your 
strengths.

• REWARD YOUR BEHAVIOR FOR THIRTY SECONDS. Think of a physical (such as a 
green smoothie, cup of coffee, or a walk outside) or emotional (like ticking your habit 
off a list, sharing your accomplishments with friends, or reporting what you’ve done to 
a coach) reward that will spark the natural flow of dopamine through your brain. 
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You’ll find it easier to follow through on your habit if you implement it around the same 
time each day. Also, because your self-regulation muscles wear down over the course 
of the day, you’ll find it easier to stick with your habit if you start it earlier rather than later.  
Try to start your habit in the next 24-48 hours.

You can find a client deliver playsheet by clicking here with examples of these 
questions. Feel free to steal with pride!

You may also find it helpful to share this free eBook with your client with more than 70 
different habits to develop their strengths.

During the “deliver” coaching session review your client’s habit and their progress 
in implementing it regularly.  Help your client tweak the habit as needed, to explore 
what other habits can be added over time to realize the Hope Map and Best Possible 
Future Self and to ensure the right levels of feedback and support are in place for the 
client to continue moving towards their goals. Most importantly this is time to recognize 
and celebrate what the client has achieved, prepare them for potential setbacks or 
adaptation, and ensure they are ready to move forward independently (Orem, Binkert & 
Clancy, 2007).

https://s3.amazonaws.com/MichelleMcQuaidWebsite/Coaching+Playsheets+/MMcQ_Strengths_Habit_Playsheet_FINAL.pdf
http://www.michellemcquaid.com/product/can-a-question-change-your-life/
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Questions  
that look for the true,  

the good and the  
possible are what enable 

people to truly build  
upon their strengths.  

 - David Cooperrider
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WHO BENEFITS MOST 
FROM STRENGTHS 
COACHING?
Generally I’ve found that character strengths coaching is most effective for those clients 
with a genuine interest in discovering what they do best and who want to build upon 
their potential.  It is well suited to realistic optimists, but we have also found it can be 
effective for more skeptical thinkers as behind every cynic is an unexpressed hope 
(Whitney, Trosten-Bloom & Rader, 2010) – it often just takes a few more sessions.

It is also important to note that despite the potential benefits of strength approaches, 
people can occasionally feel disappointed, disengaged, or otherwise distressed as a 
result of strengths use.  Emphasizing strengths can make people more psychologically 
vulnerable to failure, leading to decreased motivation or a perceived threat to a coherent 
understanding of their own identity when the use of their strengths fails to deliver the 
desired results. Thus it is worth ensuring that a client is psychologically well before 
embarking on this approach.

When used in organizational systems it is important that the leaders of these systems 
are prepared to embrace, encourage and appreciate clients for their strengths.   The 
willingness of leaders to have meaningful strengths conversations with their people has 
been found to have a direct impact on a client’s ability to identify their strengths, use 
their strengths each day, and to feel engaged and energized by what they’re doing 
(McQuaid & VIA Institute 2015).  In our experience, when clients don’t receive this 
organizational support the risk is that their hopes for developing and being appreciated 
for their character strengths are dashed leaving them more disengaged and depleted or 
committed to moving out of this organizational system on the other side of coaching.
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WHERE CAN I GET 
MORE HELP?
If you have questions, concerns or innovations around my approach to strengths coaching 
then be sure to stop by the private member community and let me know or raise it on our 
next Developing Others live monthly coaching call.  I always have my growth mindset firmly 
in place and am happy to keep finding ways to make these tools more helpful.

Other resources I recommend include:

•	 “Authentic Strengths” by Fatima Domain for other great tools you could integrate to 
these steps.

•	 “Practicing Positive Psychology Coaching” by Robert Biswas-Diener for other great 
positive psychology tools to incorporate into your coaching.

•	 “Co-Active Coaching: New Skills For Coaching People Towards Success In Work and 
Life” by Laura Whitworth and Karen Kimsey-House for lots of coaching 101 templates 
on setting up and managing your relationships with coaching clients.
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Want a Little Extra Help?
It’s my heartfelt belief that this guide, and the resources it connects you to, provide a simple 
roadmap to move you and others from functioning to flourishing, but if you’d like a little extra 
help on your journey it’s my pleasure to also offer you:

YOUR STRENGTHS BLUEPRINT
Are you ready to make your work a little bit easier... and a lot more enjoyable? Well, the 
latest research suggests that one of the quickest and easiest ways is to use your strengths 
– those things you’re good at and like doing – more. This book shows you how. Learn how 
to discover your strengths, embed them into your everyday life, and use them to create 
exciting new opportunities at work. Buy your copy here.

STRENGTHS CHALLENGE
Why not join us for the next online Strengths Challenge or host your own? Designed to 
create maximum success for those of us with minimum time and energy to spare you’ll be 
guided step-by-step through creating your strengths habit, gain access to heaps of free 
strength development resources, and tap into a global community of people who are trying 
to make these changes over the course of one week. Conducted twice a year you can sign 
up at www.strengthschallenge.com to find out more.

APPRECIATIVE COACHING
Wanting a more personal experience when it comes to developing your strengths? If so, I 
work one-on-one with a small group of extraordinary people (like you) to help them build 
their confidence, get clear on what success looks like, define the pathways forward and 
take the next steps to create powerful change in their work and in their lives.

For more information visit www.michellemcquaid.com

http://www.michellemcquaid.com/product/your-strengths-blueprint/
http://www.strengthschallenge.com
http://www.michellemcquaid.com



