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Note to Educators

The second edition of StrengthsQuest: Discover and Develop Your 
Strengths in Academics, Career, and Beyond is an attempt to be responsive 
to student needs while preserving the voice and vision of the original 
authors, Chip Anderson and Don Clifton. Don passed away in October 
of 2003 and Chip died in July of 2005. Both men had great passion for 
students. Both were giants in the movement to bring a strengths “revolu-
tion” to higher education. 

More than 100,000 copies of the first edition of the StrengthsQuest 
book were sold since its publication in 2002. The book introduced tens 
of thousands of college students, their families, and the faculty and staff 
who worked with them to a major paradigm shift in higher education: 
to see students as bringing innate talents with them into the college en-
vironment — talents that, when combined with skills and knowledge 
in strengths development, would lead to their achievement and success. 
Build on great talents rather than focus on deficit remediation was Don and 
Chip’s exhortation as they traveled across the country. They were deter-
mined to see a strengths revolution — and they certainly planted the 
seeds of that revolution through their powerful presence.

As Chip’s friend and colleague, I still hear his inspirational voice 
while writing this edition: “What would we do if we really loved our stu-
dents?” Those words have given me direction in writing, and the result is 
my answer to that question. If we really love our students, we will ensure 
that each one knows how uniquely talented he or she is. We will see and 
nurture the potential in them. We will care deeply about the meanings 
and purposes of their lives and we will help them see the connections be-
tween their powerful talents and their callings and their futures. We will 
focus on helping them build strong, healthy relationships as the founda-
tion for a satisfying life. And we will give them practical suggestions for 
how to do all of this.

This new edition is also an important step in continuing Don and 
Chip’s legacies. With their deaths, many of us wondered what would 
become of the strengths movement. But Connectedness was an area of 
powerful talent in Chip; he saw everything he did in life as part of a 
Master plan. He knew that his actions would have a ripple effect long 
after he was gone. He knew there was a reason our paths crossed. So this 
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edition is my best effort to honor his life and work, and to be part of the 
“ripple effect” in higher education.

New features you’ll find in this edition include:
 Fresh student voices and action items (Chapter 3, “Affirming 

and Celebrating Your Talents”)

 New material on relationships (Chapter 4, “Relationships from 
the Strengths Perspective”)

 New suggestions for making the most of your talents in each 
theme (Chapter 5, “Insights Into Strengths Development”)

 A new approach to the career chapters, based on research we’ve 
done with college students and the Holland vocational types.

•	 A	new	appendix	with	detail	on	the	relationship	between	Signa-
ture Themes and the Holland types, based on the national valid-
ity study of the Clifton StrengthsFinder with college students. 

You’ll also find a wealth of resources available to instructors on the 
StrengthsQuest Web site at www.strengthsquest.com. Please take advan-
tage of the material that is available to assist you with class activities and 
assignments.

I hope you’ll find this edition provides your students with a new 
look at how identifying their most naturally powerful talents and build-
ing upon them to create strengths can be the first step toward becoming 
the persons they were created to be — and experiencing success in col-
lege, career, and beyond! 

—Laurie A. Schreiner
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Preface

 

I was wrong!
For nearly half of my professional career, I was wrong about how to 

help students achieve. I had the wrong focus, made inaccurate assump-
tions, used faulty logic, and came to the wrong conclusions about how 
to increase student achievement.

During almost 36 years as a college administrator and instructor, 
I designed programs and services, taught classes, and conducted work-
shops with one purpose in mind: To help students gain maximum ben-
efits from college and continue achieving long after they are done with 
school.

Looking back, however, I now see that for the first 15 years, despite 
my best intentions, I was using the wrong approach. About the only 
thing I did right during those early years was to invest myself in stu-
dents, express my care and concern for them as people, and encourage 
them. But although a high percentage of my students persisted in and 
graduated from the programs in which I worked, they seldom became 
top achievers, and few achieved to levels of excellence.

Here is where and how I went wrong: I had read the research re-
ports that clearly indicated a correlation between academic preparation 
and achievement. Results from almost every study on students in high 
school and college showed a direct correlation between students’ levels of 
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academic preparation and their subsequent achievement and persistence 
in college. The statistics showed that students who had the best aca-
demic preparation earned the highest grades and persisted to graduation 
in larger numbers. Students who had the weakest academic preparation 
earned the lowest grades and had the lowest graduation rates.

Armed with this information, I began designing procedures to iden-
tify the students who were least prepared so that we could build pro-
grams and services that would help more students achieve. I assumed 
that there were certain preparation levels that students needed in order 
to accomplish more in school; that if students met or exceeded these 
preparation levels, everything would take care of itself; that if students 
were prepared and met the expectations of the professors, then the nor-
mal courses of study and interactions with faculty would be sufficient to 
help students develop and achieve.

But I began to see two potential problems with my assumptions.

1.  Many students don’t have the expected level of preparation.

2.  The whole issue of preparation is complex, because there are 
so many different ways to prepare students to attain academic 
excellence.

After interviewing hundreds of students who were dropping out, 
experiencing difficulties, or flunking out of college, I came to believe 
that the types of preparation students needed included three broad ar-
eas: academic skills, background knowledge, and self-management skills. 
Within each of these areas, there were several specific types of skills and 
knowledge that instructors expected.

Assuming that certain skills and knowledge were the foundation of 
student success, I organized various diagnostic, testing, and assessment 
procedures to determine the extent to which each student was prepared 
in various areas. Diagnostic and assessment areas included: reading speed 
and comprehension; vocabulary level; knowledge of mathematical con-
cepts and problem-solving; knowledge of grammar and writing skills; 
knowledge and problem-solving in chemistry and physics; knowledge of 
study skills and study attitudes; and time and stress management. Using 
a combination of standardized tests, institutionally developed instru-
ments, and interview procedures, I tried to get a clear picture of whether 
each student was prepared or underprepared.
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In fact, I was very much influenced by the Deficit Remediation 
Educational Model, which has been predominant in education for de-
cades. This model assumes that the most important thing to do is to 
“fix” the student. Programs and services based on this model are dedi-
cated to helping students achieve by first diagnosing student needs, 
problems, ignorance, concerns, defects, and deficits. Those who use the 
Deficit Remediation Educational Model have the challenge of designing 
classes, workshops, programs, and services to help students improve in 
areas where they are underprepared. Based on the diagnosis, participa-
tion in remedial programs and services is often required. Students are 
usually prevented from pursuing other areas of study and from focus-
ing on their interests until their “deficits” have been removed and their 
“problems” have been overcome.

 Using this approach, students are usually told that they must over-
come their deficiencies by a specific time. If they’re unable to do so by 
the established date, students are usually dismissed or told that they 
aren’t “college material.” Mea culpa. I designed and implemented edu-
cational programs and services based on this model for almost 15 years, 
with the best of intentions. In retrospect, it’s crystal clear that I was actu-
ally preventing students from becoming top achievers.

The Conference That Changed My Life

In the winter of 1978, I attended a conference on college-student re-
tention, sponsored by American College Testing (ACT), which brought 
together some of the best researchers and practitioners in this field. The 
conference coordinators were Drs. Lee Noel and Randi Levitz, who later 
founded the largest consulting organization in college student recruit-
ment and retention, Noel-Levitz Inc. 

Drs. Noel and Levitz gave presentations on why nearly half of the 
students who go to college drop out or flunk out along the way. They 
presented research findings and described some of the most effective pro-
grams and services designed to help more students persist to graduation. 
Another presenter at this conference was Dr. Robert Cope, coauthor of 
the book Revolving College Doors. He presented the best theory and re-
search available about the causes of student persistence and attrition. 

xiii
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From the combination of presentations by Drs. Noel, Levitz, and 
Cope, I was forced to come to a radically new conclusion about college-
student success:

More students leave college because of disillusionment, discouragement, 
or reduced motivation than because of lack of ability or dismissal by 
school administration. 

It’s difficult to describe how mind-boggling this new conclusion was 
for me. I discovered that I had been wrong both in my logic and in 
the way I designed programs and services. Before the conference, I had 
concluded that students were leaving college because they lacked certain 
skills, knowledge, and abilities. All the work I had done was based on 
this premise. 

With the dawning awareness that I had been operating from a 
faulty perspective, I was eventually forced to an even more devastating 
conclusion: 

The deficit-based, remediation programming I had used for more than 
10 years interfered with students becoming top achievers. 

As I make these confessions, I feel bad about what I did unwittingly. 
I hindered students from achieving to levels of excellence.

But I wasn’t alone. The deficit-based remediation approach was 
widely embraced by educators — and, unfortunately, remains the most 
prevalent approach used today. While most educators claim to identify 
not only the weaknesses but also the talents and strengths of their stu-
dents, in practice, most focus almost solely on the weaknesses. Many 
students become demoralized and disillusioned.

The Impact of Meeting Donald O. Clifton

At the same conference in San Francisco, I met the man I feel so 
honored to know and write this book with: my coauthor, Dr. Donald 
O. Clifton. Don was introduced as a former professor at the University 
of Nebraska who had been voted Most Outstanding Educator for the 
state of Nebraska. Don had gone on to form a company called Selection 
Research, Incorporated, which helped companies do a better job of se-
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lecting employees through studying the “best of the best” in particu-
lar roles and positions. He eventually became chairman of The Gallup 
Organization, the global management consulting, training, and polling 
company. 

I will never forget how Don slowly walked to the front of the stage, 
turned to the audience, and quickly had us riveted. His presentation 
drove home a significant point: 

To produce excellence, you must study excellence. 

Don’s point hit me hard. Once again, I was wrong! In my efforts to 
help students persist and achieve, I had been studying dropouts. I should 
have been studying achievers! But back then, it seemed reasonable that to 
increase student persistence, I needed to study why students were leaving 
school and flunking out. Likewise, it seemed reasonable that to improve 
student achievement, I needed to study why people didn’t achieve — 
which is why I spent endless hours interviewing dropouts and students 
who were underachieving. 

It never occurred to me that I might be studying the wrong stu-
dents to produce the best insights on how to help students achieve to 
levels of excellence. When I returned to UCLA after the conference in 
San Francisco, I began reading and trying to understand what made top 
achievers tick. Time and time again, I found that I had made inaccu-
rate assumptions about the differences between top achievers and low 
achievers. 

For example, I had always assumed that top achievers set high goals, 
and low achievers set low goals. But research indicates that top achievers 
tend to set goals slightly above their current level of performance, whereas 
low achievers often set very, very high goals.

The combination of reading books and articles, sitting in on classes 
attending workshops, and consulting with scholars in the field reinforced 
Don’s contention that if you want to produce excellence, you have to 
study excellence.

Here is the most important insight I have gained from investigating 
excellence among college students: Top achievers aren’t all alike. There 
are huge variations in how they approach learning and studying. Some 
seem to learn best in isolation, while others learn best in social settings. 
Some learn best through group discussions, while others learn best from 
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self-testing and repetition. There isn’t any “one size fits all” set of learn-
ing and study techniques. Top achievers capitalize on their own personal 
uniqueness as they learn.

Essentially, top achievers build their academic and personal lives — 
and later their careers — on their talents. They use those talents as the 
foundation of strengths development, and they apply those strengths to 
produce excellence. They also manage any weaknesses — lesser talents, 
skill, or knowledge that can detract from their performance or that of 
others. This is the same approach that Don Clifton has always advo-
cated, and its effectiveness is supported by decades of Gallup research.

This book and the strengths approach to achieving in academics, 
career, and beyond represent a revolutionary departure from tradition-
al and counterproductive philosophies and practices. We hope that its 
principles resonate with you, and that you apply the strengths approach 
to achieving success in all of your life’s endeavors!

—Edward “Chip” Anderson
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Chapter I
t h e  n a t u r e  o f  s t r e n g t h s





IMPORTANT
Your ID code is located on the front inside cover of this book. 
Before you begin to read this book, it is essential that you use your 
ID code to log on to the StrengthsQuest Web site and take the 
Clifton StrengthsFinder assessment.

Go to:

www.strengthsquest.com
Minimum system requirements for the StrengthsQuest Web site:

•	 33.6K	modem	(56K	modem	or	faster	recommended)

•	 Internet	Explorer	5.5+	or	Firefox	1.0+

Begin the StrengthsQuest program by taking  
the Clifton StrengthsFinder. 

The Clifton StrengthsFinder is a 30-minute, Web-based assessment 
that measures the presence of talent in 34 areas called “themes.” Im-
mediately after you complete the assessment, a personalized Web 
site will be customized to your top five themes. Taking Strengths-
Finder is a key starting point for your use of this book and the other 
StrengthsQuest components.

To purchase additional ID codes for the  
StrengthsQuest program, please visit  

www.strengthsquest.com
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At	the	1996	Olympic	Games	in	Atlanta,	Kerri	Strug	was	a	gymnast	
on the United States women’s gold-medal team. Her performance 

on the vault, as she nursed an injured ankle, remains one of the most 
memorable in Olympic history.

With 32,000 people in the Georgia Dome and millions watching 
her	 on	 television,	 Kerri	 fell	 on	 her	 first	 attempt	 at	 her	most	 difficult	
twisting vault, severely spraining her left ankle. With less than a minute 
between vaults, and in great pain, she again attempted the vault, further 
injuring her ankle — but this time successfully landing on both feet. So 
she stood erect on one foot, raising both hands to salute the judges, then 
collapsed to her knees.

The	 crowd	went	wild.	 Kerri’s	 vault	 earned	 a	 9.712,	 and	 the	U.S.	
women won the gold medal.

During	that	same	year,	Kerri	was	a	freshman	at	UCLA.	One	of	her	
classes required a research paper similar to a mini-doctoral dissertation. 
Students had to formulate their own research question and develop a 
questionnaire that was consistent with their research question. Then, 
the students would administer the questionnaire, collect and analyze the 
data, draw conclusions, and write a report that described the process. 
The written report was to be 35-40 pages long.

Taking the Clifton StrengthsFinder assessment was one of the class 
requirements.	 When	 Kerri	 took	 it,	 she	 scored	 extremely	 high	 in	 the	
Focus theme. But doesn’t that make sense? Who else but a person with 
tremendous Focus talents could concentrate on completing her most dif-
ficult vault on an injured ankle in front of 32,000 screaming fans while 
Olympic gold hung in the balance? Who else could block out all of those 
distractions and then land on one foot without falling? 

While	Kerri	certainly	had	other	talents	that	enabled	her	to	succeed,	
her Focus talents played a critical role. Without them, she might never 
have enjoyed such stunning Olympic success.

But there’s more to the story. Toward the end of the fall term, as 
research	papers	were	coming	due,	Kerri	turned	her	paper	in	three	days	
early, before any of the other 300-plus UCLA students in the class. She 
did this while traveling nearly every weekend on a national tour with 
fellow	Olympic	medalists.	Even	more	remarkable	was	the	way	that	Kerri	
could go out on an arena floor, do a routine, and then go underneath the 
stands and work on the paper. She would then go back out on the floor 
and do another routine and return to do more homework.
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You	see,	Kerri	also	applied	her	Focus	talents	to	succeed	in	academics.
Kerri	is	a	remarkable	young	woman.	But	the	excellence	she	achieved	

wasn’t due simply to the fact that she naturally possessed talents. She rec-
ognized her Focus talents and built on them by adding skills and knowl-
edge to create strength — the ability to produce consistent, near-perfect 
performance. She obviously did so at the Olympics — even while in 
severe pain and under tremendous pressure — but she was also able to 
apply her Focus in academics, where she achieved despite rigorous as-
signments and the myriad pressures of her athletic career.

Kerri	has	presented	each	of	us	with	more	than	a	shared	pride	in	her	
Olympic success. We can learn from her. You, too, have talents. And in 
those talents you have the ability to meet challenges and achieve just as 
surely	as	Kerri	did.

The Basics of Strengths

Talent: The Beginning of Strength

What is a strength? That’s a good question, but strength begins 
with talent, so let’s start there. A talent is a naturally recurring pattern 
of thought, feeling, or behavior that can be productively applied. A 
great number of talents naturally exist within you, and each of them is 
very specific. They are among the most real and most authentic aspects 
of your personhood. Your specific set of talents is a major part of what 
makes you a unique person, and that uniqueness holds great value for 
you and those around you. And your talents work in various combina-
tions each time you do something very well, in your own unique way.

There is a direct connection between your talents and your achieve-
ments. Your talents empower you. They make it possible for you to move 
to higher levels of excellence and fulfill your potential. This is why it is so 
important for you to know, understand, and value your talents.

A talent represents a capacity to do something. In fact, when you are 
able to do something very well, you can be sure that at least one of your 
talents is involved. Just think about all the things you do very well. You’ll 
realize that you have many talents!

And talents help you do something well not just once; they help you 
do it well over and over again. Because talents are naturally recurring 
patterns, they are “automatic,” almost like breathing, so they repeatedly  
help you achieve.
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That’s not all, either. Each of your many talents can enable you to do 
more than one thing very well. We’re not saying that each of your talents 
enables you to do everything very well, but know that each of them can 
be applied to multiple areas of achievement.

The great value in your talents is not merely that they help you 
achieve, but that they help you achieve at levels of excellence. Your great-
est talents are inextricably linked to your top achievements and to what 
you do best. Your talents make you exceptional. Therefore, coming to 
know, understand, and value your talents is directly linked to achieving 
in classes, careers, and throughout your life.

Talent Versus Other Concepts of Ability

The concept of talent is more specific in terms of the quality it de-
scribes and the things that various types of talent help a person to do 
very well. Traditional concepts and measures of ability (for example, I.Q. 
and aptitude testing) are more global and are not designed to explain 
what a person can specifically do.

The concept of talent also goes beyond the limits of traditional con-
cepts of academic abilities (for example, in the areas of reading, math, 
and composition) in that it also addresses the qualities that help a person 
achieve in all aspects of life.

The 34 Themes of Talent Measured by the Clifton StrengthsFinder

What is a theme? Essentially, it’s is a group of similar talents.
Kerri	 Strug	 once	 again	 provides	 a	 good	 illustration.	 Kerri	 used	 a	

wide variety of talents in the Focus theme to achieve in athletics and 
academics. Among them was her talent for focusing on the precise steps 
required to perform complicated gymnastic maneuvers, and, during the 
intense pressure of the Olympics, her talent for blocking out the distrac-
tion of intense pain to produce a gold-medal performance.

Kerri	used	other	types	of	talents,	too.	Her	talents	in	the	Adaptability	
theme enabled her to achieve excellence in athletics and academics at the 
same time. Her talent to balance two extremely high priorities, easily 
moving from one to the other, was crucial to her success in each area.

As a result of studying top achievers for more than three decades, 
Gallup was able to identify more than 400 themes of talent. The 34 

most prevalent themes are measured by StrengthsFinder.

The Nature of Strengths
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Back to Your Question: What Is a Strength?

Now, let’s go to the definition of a strength: A strength is the ability 
to provide consistent, near-perfect performance in a given activity.

As you read earlier, the concept of strengths begins with talent. Each 
person naturally has a group of talents. Talents are like “diamonds in the 
rough,” whereas strengths are like diamonds that show brilliance after 
they have been carefully cut and polished.

Your greatest areas of talent, your most likely sources of potential 
strengths, are identified by StrengthsFinder.

Just as finished diamonds start as diamonds in the rough, strengths 
begin with talents. And just as rough diamonds are naturally found in 
the earth, talents are naturally found within you. But while diamonds 
are refined with blades and polishing wheels, strengths are produced 
when talents are refined with knowledge and skill.

Unlike talent, which must naturally exist within you, skills and 
knowledge can be acquired. Skills are the basic ability to perform the spe-
cific	steps	of	an	activity.	Knowledge	consists	of	facts	and	lessons	learned.

Many of the skills and much of the knowledge that are combined 
with talent to create a strength come through experience, and sometimes 
a great deal of it. Skills and knowledge are also developed in a “book 
learning” sense, such as in the academic arenas of high school, college, 
technical school, and training classes.

When you have supplemented your greatest talents with knowledge 
and skill to the point at which you can provide consistent, near-perfect 
performance in a given activity, you have a strength. And in applying 
and even further refining your strengths, you move closer and closer to 
fulfilling your natural potential as an individual.

Each person has a unique and profound set and combination of tal-
ents that are developed and used to different degrees. This combination 
of talents makes each person like no other.

While each person defines success for himself or herself, achieve-
ment and excellence result from fully developing and applying strengths. 
Some roles require several strengths, all working together, to produce 
excellence.

You probably already have some strengths, and you certainly will 
have plenty of opportunity to develop more strengths throughout your 
lifetime.



5

What Do Strengths Produce?

As you develop strengths by building on your greatest talents, 
achievements will naturally follow. But there is also a great sense of per-
sonal satisfaction that results from knowing that you are becoming more 
and more of whom you have the potential to be. In a sense, the develop-
ment and application of strengths generate a feeling that you are fulfill-
ing your personal destiny. This can produce enormous satisfaction and 
enhance the quality of your life.

While the experiences of individual people differ tremendously, 
most report that it is a rewarding experience to be fully living in tune 
with their natural talents by building and using strengths. Almost ev-
eryone says increased confidence and optimism as they become aware 
of, affirm, and celebrate their talents. Many describe the experience as 
“coming alive,” or even feeling joy as they develop and apply strengths. 
Reports about the exact inner experiences may differ, but nearly everyone 
who develops and uses strengths reports a sense of positive and pleasant 
psychological rewards.

Our initial goal is for you to become more aware of your talents 
and your potential strengths. We hope you are filled with appreciation 
for your particular talents, for the positive differences they have already 
made in your life, and for the excellence strengths can produce in your 
future achievements, relationships, and other life experiences.

The Beauty of Strengths: Angel’s Story

Angel Alcoser is an extraordinarily talented educator. She stands in 
front of her bilingual kindergarten/first-grade class and performs her role 
with poise, grace, and excellence — yet with no formal training.

Angel obtained an “emergency credential” to teach the year she grad-
uated from college. She hadn’t taken any courses in curriculum design, 
teaching methods, or assessment. But somehow she knew what to do 
and performed as if she were a magician generating one creative learning 
activity after another.

At the beginning of one class, which two visitors were observing, 
Angel stood before the children and said, “Boys and girls, would you like 
to perform for our guests?”

With a rousing “Yes,” the children lined up.

The Nature of Strengths
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As Angel walked over to the tape recorder on a table by the wall, 
every eye was on her. She pushed the “play” button, and with the first 
note, the children burst into a breathtaking show of song and dance. The 
visitors were moved, even spellbound.

Angel later explained how she prepared to do her work as an educa-
tor. She related a story about the children, the potential she saw in each 
one of them, and how she tried to involve parents and make her class-
room like a family. Then, she talked about how essential it was to con-
nect with every child, emphasizing the importance of seeing each one as 
a unique person.

“Most of the children in my class come from very humble homes,” 
Angel said. “Some are neglected; some are abused. But,” she asserted, “I 
can’t control much of what goes on outside of my class. I do what I can. 
Once they are in my class, they are all safe. In my class, they can grow to 
be more than they have ever been.”

Angel continued, “I don’t focus on what they don’t have. I focus on 
who they are and what they have to offer. I challenge the students to see 
what they do have, not what they don’t. I want them to see that each of 
them has something that makes them special. They are each talented in 
some way. Some of the children are great storytellers; others seem to be 
natural leaders; still others are wonderful organizers. Regardless of the 
type of talent, I start with the child and what each of them can do best.”

How does Angel recognize the children’s talents?
“I listen. I look. I see them. I work at it every day! Almost every day, 

I stay after class. I sit in the classroom and meditate about each child. I 
let my imagination go and imagine each child both in terms of who they 
are now and the person they can become.”

Angel spoke glowingly about one young lady in her class, who often 
wore a little blue cap that flopped over her ears. The girl, Delia, carried 
an old file folder with accordion sides. “She’s from a very humble home,” 
Angel said. “It’s only her and her mother, who sells oranges on street 
corners. They are very poor. But Delia has a dream that one day she will 
become a doctor. Every day, she picks up papers and stuffs them in her 
little folder. She does this because she pretends that she is already in col-
lege and that those papers are the homework assignments for her college 
classes.”

At the end of the school year, Angel presided over the children’s 
graduation ceremony. Each child was encouraged to invite one or more 
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family members, and this really excited the children. More than 30 peo-
ple attended. The children performed as a group with dance and music, 
singing alternately in English and Spanish.

The formal graduation ceremony began with the children taking 
their little chairs and making a large circle in the middle of the room. 
Angel stepped into the middle of the circle carrying a large box. Then, 
she called every child’s name one by one, and each one went up to the 
box and pulled out a picture frame containing a piece of paper with 
printing and handwriting, a picture in the middle, and brightly colored 
stars around the border.

As the children got their framed pieces of paper, they turned and 
walked back to their chairs and handed their framed works of art to the 
parents and other guests they had invited.

At the conclusion of the ceremony, Angel read what was on the 
framed pieces of paper:

“I was born to dream big dreams. I would like to be _________  
when I grow up.”

In the blank space, each child wrote his or her goal, the career they 
hoped to pursue. Then, there was the picture of the child, beneath which 
these words appeared in bold print:  “Yes, I can do it. Give me your 
unconditional love and tell me every day that I was born to do beautiful 
things. With much love.” And then there was a line where each child 
wrote his or her name.

The Best of the Best All Have One Thing in Common

Angel Alcoser, in both her excellence in teaching and her approach 
to students, exemplifies what Gallup has discovered through more than 
two million in-depth interviews with people from all walks of life: Top 
achievers in virtually every profession, career, and field of achievement 
all build their lives upon their talents.

This simple but profound finding forms the heart of this book. You 
see, Angel isn’t one of the “best of the best” by accident. She has achieved 
excellence because she has capitalized on her talents. In fact, she has built 
her teaching strategies, even her whole life, on her talents.

The Nature of Strengths
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Findings From Gallup’s Study of the Best

Here is what Gallup knows about top achievers: They fully recognize 
their talents and build on them to develop strengths. In contrast, under-
achievers, the merely average, and even above-average achievers often fail 
to recognize their powerful talents and develop strengths. But the best 
achievers are certain to do so.

Top achievers apply their greatest talents in roles that best suit them. 
Clearly, to achieve, one must apply his or her abilities, and many do so 
to some level of success. But the best apply their most naturally powerful 
talents and do so in roles that are best suited to those talents. The ability 
to achieve with excellence in one area is not proof of the ability to per-
form equally well in another area. A proper “fit” between an individual’s 
talents and the task at hand is essential. 

Top achievers invent ways to apply their greatest talents to their achieve-
ment tasks. Every role, position, and career entails a group of tasks that 
must be completed, and quite often the person who performs them must 
consciously seek, even invent, ways to apply his or her talents to that end 
— even when one’s role is well suited to his or her talents.

How Angel Alcoser Uses Three of Her Signature Themes

Angel took the Clifton StrengthsFinder assessment, which identifies 
the user’s top five themes of talent — their Signature Themes. In both 
her role as an educator and her personal life, she primarily uses strengths 
that she has developed from talents in three of her Signature Themes.

1.  Maximizer: People exceptionally talented in the Maximizer 
theme focus on strengths as a way to stimulate personal and 
group excellence. They seek to transform something strong into 
something superb.

2.  Connectedness: People exceptionally talented in the Connect-
edness theme have faith in the links between all things. They 
believe there are few coincidences and that almost every event 
has a reason.

3.  Developer: People exceptionally talented in the Developer theme 
recognize and cultivate the potential in others. They spot the 
signs of each small improvement and derive satisfaction from 
these improvements.
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You can easily see how Angel used Maximizer and Developer tal-
ents as she worked with the children. Remember that she said that she 
focused on who the children were, rather than who they weren’t. Angel 
started out with the correct assumption that each child had unique and 
powerful talents. 

Angel’s ability to perceive talent in the children, to notice progress, 
and to mirror what she sees in each child are not coincidences. Angel has 
an abundance of talent within the Developer and Maximizer themes. 

Angel’s Connectedness talents are reflected in her determination to 
connect with children and their families. Connectedness also comes into 
play as she sets up her classroom with a family atmosphere.

Mostly, Angel’s Connectedness talents are revealed in the way she 
meditates after school and envisions each child. She is looking for talents 
within each child and for the role she can play in their development. Her 
Connectedness talents enable her to see a bigger picture, a grand plan.

What makes Angel Alcoser such an outstanding educator starts with 
who she is as a person. Her natural talents are the source of her excellence. 
She is simply being her true self. Understand this: Top achievers fully 
develop whatever talents they happen to possess and apply the resulting 
strengths in a way that positively impacts their role or the task at hand. 

The Tragedy of Undiscovered Talents

Less than five miles from where Angel first taught, there is another 
elementary school. A young girl by the name of Leonor was a student 
there in the 1950s. When Leonor was 10 years old, she and her parents 
emigrated to the United States from Mexico. She had done very well in 
school in her native country, but she didn’t know any English, so classes 
in the United States would be much more difficult for her. Nevertheless, 
she was anxious to go to school, because it had always been a positive 
experience for her in Mexico.

In fact, Leonor had always had a secret desire to become a teacher. 
She had two great aunts who were teachers, and she greatly admired 
them. Because she could neither read nor write in English, Leonor was 
held back and repeated the fourth grade. Her fourth-grade teacher volun-
teered to stay after school to help her learn English. Leonor worked hard 
throughout elementary, junior high, and high school. In her sophomore, 
junior, and senior years, Leonor earned almost straight A’s, and each year 

The Nature of Strengths
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she was on the honor roll and in the Honors Society. She graduated near 
the top of her class. 

Unfortunately, Leonor never had a teacher like Angel, who could 
lead her to discover her natural talents. And despite the fact that she was 
an honor student, no one ever asked if she might be interested in attend-
ing college.

The year Leonor graduated from high school, her father lost his job. 
So Leonor found work in a business close to her home and would turn 
her paycheck over to her parents so they could pay the rent and buy food 
for the whole family.

For the next 33 years, Leonor toiled in the banking industry and 
hated almost every day of it. What’s incredibly sad is that Leonor was 
convinced that she had no talents.

The tragedy for Leonor wasn’t in where she worked or what she did. 
Banking is a fine and respectable profession in which many people thrive 
and are quite happy; Leonor herself advanced to vice president and ad-
ministrative manager of a branch office. Clearly, Leonor achieved, and 
she didn’t squander 33 years in banking. But those years could have been 
immensely more fulfilling if Leonor had been aware of her natural talents. 
Fortunately, in recent years, Leonor has gone through the process of dis-
covering the talents she has had from the beginning, refining and build-
ing on them to create strengths, and applying those strengths. Following 
her talents, Leonor has transitioned from banking into teaching, where 
she is experiencing joy and excitement like she never has before.

Your Strengths Quest Begins With You

As described earlier, the seeds of your personal greatness — your 
talents — are already in you. Therefore, your strengths quest — your 
quest to achieve excellence and become all you can be through your own 
natural talents — is really a quest to discover, develop, and apply who 
you truly are. Your strengths quest begins as you look within yourself as 
an individual to recognize your own natural talents. 

Your quest will then continue as you build on your talents to devel-
op strengths — abilities to provide consistent, near-perfect performances 
in specific activities. As you do this, your self-identity and personal val-
ues should become clearer, and as a result, you will likely become more 
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confident, optimistic, and focused. As you achieve through your greatest 
talents, you will likely aspire to higher goals. 

Your strengths quest is a lifelong adventure. Each of the three aspects 
— discovery, development, and application — will continue throughout 
your life. This exciting and fulfilling process should bring you a lifetime 
of great satisfaction and joy.

The Nature of Strengths
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A strengths quest is a revolutionary approach to achieving. Why? Be-
cause adopting a strengths perspective to your life and fully embrac-

ing it has a radical impact on your motivation. So, what exactly are the 
connections between your strengths quest and your motivations?

1. Your quest addresses your questions. 
Most great scholars know that motivation to conduct research, 
and to learn in general, stems from personally meaningful ques-
tions to which they want to find answers.

2. Your quest is an adventure of discovery. 
A quest is motivating simply because of the adventure and the 
discoveries you will make along the way. The first adventure is 
discovering your talents — but that is only the beginning. Then, 
there are discoveries and insights that will come to you as you 
gain a strengths perspective on your entire life. Suddenly, you 
will begin to understand the connection between your talents 
and your past achievements.

3. Your quest generates optimism. 
As you become increasingly aware of your talents, you’ll develop 
more optimistic, because you realize that you have abilities you 
can use in pursuing your goals. This alone builds motivation be-
cause you recognize that in your talents, you in fact have assets 
that can help you reach your desired goals.

4. Your quest provides a sense of direction. 
Being lost is a dreadful experience. One of the most motivating 
aspects of a strengths quest is the increased sense of direction 
that comes as you gain a greater understanding of who you are.

5. Your quest generates confidence. 
As you become increasingly aware of your talents and as you de-
velop strengths, you will become more aware of your potential 
for excellence. As a result, you’ll gain confidence.
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6. Your quest generates a sense of vitality. 
Whenever you use your greatest talents, there is a psychologi-
cal reward — you receive both satisfaction and motivation. The 
pleasurable experience of using those talents seems to reach 
some of your deepest motivations. When you are using your 
most natural talents, you seem to become more fully alive.

Your Signature Themes Report

Let’s turn now to your Signature Themes report, which you received 
after completing the Clifton StrengthsFinder assessment.

As described earlier, your Signature Themes are your five most dom-
inant themes of talent, as indicated by your responses to the assessment. 
They are presented in rank order, with your most dominant theme listed 
first. Each Signature Theme is accompanied by a description of the tal-
ents in that theme. 

Some people are concerned about receiving only their top five 
themes. That’s understandable, but Gallup research clearly points to the 
fact that the top achievers focus on their most dominant areas of talent, 
and we would like you to do the same. Attempting to focus on too many 
themes can dilute the attention you give to your top themes. Also, we 
don’t want you to fall prey to the conventional “wisdom” that the best 
way to achieve is to emphasize your areas of lesser talent. We want you 
to hone in on your Signature Themes — your greatest areas of talent 
— which present your best opportunities to achieve.

What Should You Do With Your Signature Themes Report?

The rest of this book is devoted to answering this question. But there 
are two things that we would like you to do as soon as possible.

First, please print a copy of your report, and carefully read the de-
scriptions of each of your Signature Themes. Please underline or high-
light each term, phrase, and sentence that seems to describe you.

Next, contact the three people who know you best, and read each 
of your Signature Themes and their descriptions. After reading each de-
scription, please ask these people if they see that theme in you. If they 
say yes, ask them to give you an example of when they have seen it in 
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you. If any of them answer no, simply move on to the next Signature 
Theme.

You are a talented person with a unique and very special set of tal-
ents. Now, it’s time to learn more about them and gain further direction 
for your strengths quest by affirming your Signature Themes.

Gaining Direction For Your Quest
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You have taken the Clifton StrengthsFinder, received your Signature 
Themes report, and discussed your Signature Themes with three 

people who know you very well. Now, it’s time for you to affirm the Sig-
nature Themes indicated by your StrengthsFinder responses.

Affirming a Signature Theme simply means that you agree that it 
is one of your dominant areas of talent. It also means being able to see 
how your talent in that theme enables you to do certain things very well. 
Affirming your Signature Themes may seem easy, but many people ex-
perience some difficulty in doing so. Listed below are some of those dif-
ficulties and the reasons for them.

Difficulties in Affirming Our Signature Themes

1. Many people are blind to their own greatest talents, and often to 
the greatest talents of others. Some of our talents are called upon 
so frequently that we take them for granted. We don’t consider 
them special, and we don’t even perceive them as talents. Con-
sequently, our Signature Themes may not seem important, valu-
able, or even special to us.

2. Our talents sometimes threaten others. Rather than admit their in-
security, some people criticize us for having talents they wish they 
had. As a result, we might mistakenly come to think that our 
Signature Themes hold weaknesses rather than talents.

3. In some cases, we end up in positions or roles that simply don’t fit our 
dominant talents. Or, those talents may conflict with the roles 
and expectations of the positions we are in. This can make us 
feel like there is something wrong with us. But the problem may 
only be a mismatch between our dominant talents and the ex-
pectations of a role we are in.

4. The fear of becoming proud and arrogant may interfere with see-
ing and affirming our Signature Themes. In reality, pride and ar-
rogance often stem from feelings of inadequacy. Affirming our 
dominant areas of talent usually results in humble gratitude for 
having been blessed with them. 

5. Some people have difficulty affirming their Signature Themes be-
cause they don’t see how the talents in them will help them achieve 
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their goals. If that is the case, they will benefit from a better un-
derstanding of their talents. Talents are always valuable, and they 
can often be applied toward achievement in less obvious, or even 
surprising, ways.

Questions You Might Be Asking

If a Particular Theme Is Not Among Your Signature Themes, Is It 
Necessarily an Area of Weakness?

No. The Clifton StrengthsFinder does not simultaneously measure 
weakness and talent. StrengthsFinder measures talent, and that’s all it 
does. So, if a particular theme is not among your Signature Themes, 
it simply means that at least five other themes are more dominant in 
you. For example, your Responsibility theme might not be among your 
Signature Themes. That doesn’t mean you are irresponsible. It just means 
that your overall talents in at least five other themes are more dominant 
than those in your Responsibility theme. 

By focusing on your Signature Themes, you will concentrate your 
attention on where you have the greatest potential for achieving excel-
lence and personal fulfillment. Focusing on any other area may serve as 
nothing more than a distraction.

What If You Believe You Have Dominant Talent in a Theme That Was 
Not Identified as a Signature Theme?

Our response is simple and direct: Claim it! Affirm and celebrate 
your talents in that theme, then build on them to fully develop and ap-
ply strengths. Just remember that we limited your Signature Themes to 
five because focusing on your most dominant areas of talent will provide 
the greatest opportunities for achievement.

Is Having Talent Always a Positive Experience?

Talent is always positive in the sense that it enables a person to do 
certain things very well. Your talents always hold potential for positive 
results in terms of achievements, success, personal fulfillment, and a bet-
ter quality of life.

At the same time, talents place demands on the people who have 
them. And from that standpoint, talents can present a bit of a challenge. 
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Some people honestly say that they wish that their talents weren’t so 
powerful in certain themes because they make their lives more demand-
ing. They simply may experience more pressure because other people 
place higher expectations on them to achieve.

Affirming and Celebrating Your Talents
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a f f i r m i n g  y o u r  
s i g n a t u r e  t h e m e s

Affirming and Celebrating Your Talents
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Affirming Your Signature Themes While Acknowledging  
Challenges They May Pose

On your Signature Themes report, each of your Signature Themes 
is accompanied by a paragraph that describes talents often found within 
that theme. While some of the talents described may not fit you, many 
of them should sound very familiar — and that is what is important. 
The issue is not who you aren’t; the issue is who you are in terms of your 
dominant talents.

At this point, we would like you to consider insights and action 
ideas for affirming your Signature Themes. Items for each of the 34 
themes measured by the Clifton StrengthsFinder are presented here, in 
alphabetical order by theme. Please locate and examine the items that are 
customized to your Signature Themes.

The first few items listed under each theme describe some of the key 
talents in the theme, and might touch on a challenge that talents from 
that theme can present, such as how they may be misjudged or misper-
ceived by others. The final item touches on the “genius” of the theme 
that makes its talents so valuable. By “genius” we mean an extraordinary 
ability.

Achiever as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Achiever as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

Your Achiever theme helps explain your drive. Achiever describes 
a constant need for achievement. You feel as if every day starts at zero. 
By the end of the day you must achieve something tangible in order to 
feel good about yourself. And by “every day” you mean every single day 
— workdays, weekends, vacations. No matter how much you may feel 
you deserve a day of rest, if the day passes without some form of achieve-
ment, no matter how small, you will feel dissatisfied. You have an inter-
nal fire burning inside you. It pushes you to do more, to achieve more. 
After each accomplishment is reached, the fire dwindles for a moment, 
but very soon it rekindles itself, forcing you toward the next accomplish-
ment. Your relentless need for achievement might not be logical. It might 
not even be focused. But it will always be with you. As an Achiever you 
must learn to live with this whisper of discontent. It does have its bene-

Affirming Achiever
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fits. It brings you the energy you need to work long hours without burn-
ing out. It is the jolt you can always count on to get you started on new 
tasks, new challenges. It is the power supply that causes you to set the 
pace and define the levels of productivity for your work group. It is the 
theme that keeps you moving.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Achiever among their Signature Themes. It represents what Achiever 
could “sound like.” 

“Instead of just fifteen credit hours each semester, I’m going to take 
eighteen or twenty so I can graduate even sooner and get started in 
my career.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You work very hard to complete each task on your “to do” list, 
and you always have a long list. In fact, at the end of the day 
some achievers add to their list all of the unexpected tasks they’ve 
accomplished, just so they have the satisfaction of crossing them 
off the list.

	You are busy and productive, and you derive satisfaction from 
your accomplishments.

	You can draw on a deep reservoir of internal motivation, stami-
na, and determination to achieve your goals.

	Other people may criticize you, because to them you seem too 
driven to achieve. They may call you a “workaholic” but the 
truth is that you like your work, and you like to work hard.

The genius of Achiever talents is your sheer ability to push hard to 
get things done. You are known for that. 

Affirming Achiever
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Activator as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Activator as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

“When can we start?” This is a recurring question in your life. You 
are impatient for action. You may concede that analysis has its uses or 
that debate and discussion can occasionally yield some valuable insights, 
but deep down you know that only action is real. Only action can make 
things happen. Only action leads to performance. Once a decision is 
made, you cannot not act. Others may worry that “there are still some 
things we don’t know,” but this doesn’t seem to slow you. If the decision 
has been made to go across town, you know that the fastest way to get 
there is to go stoplight to stoplight. You are not going to sit around wait-
ing until all the lights have turned green. Besides, in your view, action 
and thinking are not opposites. In fact, guided by your Activator theme, 
you believe that action is the best device for learning. You make a deci-
sion, you take action, you look at the result, and you learn. This learning 
informs your next action and your next. How can you grow if you have 
nothing to react to? Well, you believe you can’t. You must put yourself 
out there. You must take the next step. It is the only way to keep your 
thinking fresh and informed. The bottom line is this: You know you will 
be judged not by what you say, not by what you think, but by what you 
get done. This does not frighten you. It pleases you.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Activator among their Signature Themes. It represents what Activator 
could “sound like.”

“On our group project for Sociology class, things just weren’t getting 
done — nothing was moving. I decided to get everyone together to 
get the ball rolling again.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You naturally see how ideas can be turned into action.

	You want to do things now, rather than simply talk about them.

Affirming Activator
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	You can be very powerful in making things happen and getting 
people to take action. 

	Other people may criticize you for being impatient and seeming 
to “run over” them. You might occasionally struggle with people 
you feel are trying to control you.

The genius of Activator talents is in your natural ability to initiate 
the transformation of ideas into actions, programs, and services. 

Adaptability as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Adaptability as one of your areas of dominant tal-
ents, first take another look at the description of that theme:

You live in the moment. You don’t see the future as a fixed destina-
tion. Instead, you see it as a place that you create out of the choices that 
you make right now. And so you discover your future one choice at a 
time. This doesn’t mean that you don’t have plans. You probably do. But 
this theme of Adaptability does enable you to respond willingly to the 
demands of the moment even if they pull you away from your plans. 
Unlike some, you don’t resent sudden requests or unforeseen detours. 
You expect them. They are inevitable. Indeed, on some level you actually 
look forward to them. You are, at heart, a very flexible person who can 
stay productive when the demands of work are pulling you in many dif-
ferent directions at once.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Adaptability among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Adaptability could “sound like.”

“My friends know that I am willing and able to drop everything in 
order to help them. I can change my schedule at a moment’s notice, 
so when people need something from me, it doesn’t stress me out.” 

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best. 

Affirming Adaptability
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	In many ways, you modify yourself to meet the demands of your 
environment.

	You easily adjust to many things all day long because you natu-
rally live in the moment.

	You create the future out of the choices you make right now, one 
choice at a time.

	Your “go with the flow” attitude may seem like irresponsibility 
to those who prefer structure and predictability. They may get ir-
ritated with what they perceive to be sloppiness or carelessness.

	Adaptability talents are valuable because they allow you to keep 
moving forward when the unexpected happens. You can press 
ahead in a world of unknowns and seemingly unfair treatment 
when others would give up. You can deal with everything from 
injustices to crises and still find a way to make progress. 

The genius of Adaptability talents lies in the way you respond to 
chaos: You can quickly change and respond in circumstances that would 
be frightening or intimidating to others.

Analytical as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Analytical as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

Your Analytical theme challenges other people: “Prove it. Show me 
why what you are claiming is true.” In the face of this kind of question-
ing some will find that their brilliant theories wither and die. For you, 
this is precisely the point. You do not necessarily want to destroy other 
people’s ideas, but you do insist that their theories be sound. You see 
yourself as objective and dispassionate. You like data because they are 
value free. They have no agenda. Armed with these data, you search for 
patterns and connections. You want to understand how certain patterns 
affect one another. How do they combine? What is their outcome? Does 
this outcome fit with the theory being offered or the situation being con-
fronted? These are your questions. You peel the layers back until, gradu-
ally, the root cause or causes are revealed. Others see you as logical and 

Affirming Analytical
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rigorous. Over time they will come to you in order to expose someone’s 
“wishful thinking” or “clumsy thinking” to your refining mind. It is 
hoped that your analysis is never delivered too harshly. Otherwise, others 
may avoid you when that “wishful thinking” is their own. 

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Analytical among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Analytical could “sound like.”

“One of the things I love about my philosophy class is that the pro-
fessor encourages us to challenge what we are learning. I love to pick 
apart an argument, ask questions, and debate the evidence.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You search for the reasons why things are the way they are.

	You think about the factors that might affect a situation and 
what causes certain reactions.

	You take a more critical approach to what others might quickly 
accept as truth. You want to see the proof.

	Some people may reject you and your questioning ways because 
you insist that facts be verified, theories be sound, and reasoning 
be logical. Some people may feel you are negative or unnecessar-
ily critical when, from your standpoint, you are simply trying to 
understand something.

	Analytical talents are valuable because they enable you to dig 
deep, find the root causes and effects, and then develop clear 
thoughts based on facts. This type of thinking helps you gain 
clarity about excellence and how it can be attained. 

The genius of Analytical talents lies in the solid foundation you lay 
for moving forward. Your questions drive you to uncover the essential 
facts needed for excellence in any endeavor.

Affirming Analytical
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Arranger as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Arranger as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You are a conductor. When faced with a complex situation involv-
ing many factors, you enjoy managing all of the variables, aligning and 
realigning them until you are sure you have arranged them in the most 
productive configuration possible. In your mind there is nothing special 
about what you are doing. You are simply trying to figure out the best 
way to get things done. But others, lacking this theme, will be in awe of 
your ability. “How can you keep so many things in your head at once?” 
they will ask. “How can you stay so flexible, so willing to shelve well-laid 
plans in favor of some brand-new configuration that has just occurred 
to you?” But you cannot imagine behaving in any other way. You are a 
shining example of effective flexibility, whether you are changing travel 
schedules at the last minute because a better fare has popped up or mull-
ing over just the right combination of people and resources to accom-
plish a new project. From the mundane to the complex, you are always 
looking for the perfect configuration. Of course, you are at your best 
in dynamic situations. Confronted with the unexpected, some complain 
that plans devised with such care cannot be changed, while others take 
refuge in the existing rules or procedures. You don’t do either. Instead, 
you jump into the confusion, devising new options, hunting for new 
paths of least resistance, and figuring out new partnerships — because, 
after all, there might just be a better way.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Arranger among their Signature Themes. It represents what Arranger 
could “sound like.”

“The school year is wrapping up, which means that I have to study 
for finals and prepare to move out of the dorms, in addition to work-
ing my part-time job. Not a problem. I’ll ask my boss to schedule 
me to work the days before my easier exams, which will give me 
more time to study for the tough ones. I’ll pack during my study 
breaks.”
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For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You are highly organized and flexible. You can get a lot done, 
even though you usually have many projects going at the same 
time. You can multitask like few others.

	You enjoy coordinating all of the complex factors that go into 
making a project successful.

	Some people who like to do things by rules and procedures may 
find your ways chaotic. They may think that your effectiveness is 
mystery or pure luck.

	Arranger talents are valuable because they help you continually 
find the right combinations of people and resources to complete 
projects successfully. 

The genius of Arranger talents lies in your ability to orchestrate peo-
ple and resources for maximum effectiveness.

Belief as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Belief as one of your areas of dominant talents, first 
take another look at the description of that theme:

If you possess a strong Belief theme, you have certain core values that 
are enduring. These values vary from one person to another, but ordinar-
ily your Belief theme causes you to be family-oriented, altruistic, even 
spiritual, and to value responsibility and high ethics — both in yourself 
and others. These core values affect your behavior in many ways. They 
give your life meaning and satisfaction; in your view, success is more 
than money and prestige. They provide you with direction, guiding you 
through the temptations and distractions of life toward a consistent set 
of priorities. This consistency is the foundation for all your relationships. 
Your friends call you dependable. “I know where you stand,” they say. 
Your Belief makes you easy to trust. It also demands that you find work 
that meshes with your values. Your work must be meaningful; it must 
matter to you. And guided by your Belief theme it will matter only if it 
gives you a chance to live out your values. 
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Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Belief among their Signature Themes. It represents what Belief could 
“sound like.”

“My education is important to me, but making a difference for the 
kids in my community is part of my personal mission. Even when I 
have a lot of assignments due, I make time to volunteer for the after-
school program at the youth center.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You have core values that are unchanging. You may conflict with 
people who oppose or don’t value your beliefs.

	You have deeply held ideas about what is, what should be, and 
the purpose of your life.

	You naturally become enthusiastic and energetic about tasks, 
roles, or positions that promote your deeply held beliefs.

	Some people may think you are rigid or contrary because of your 
strongly held beliefs. 

	When you live your life according to your deepest values and 
beliefs, you experience motivation, drive, and determination. 

The genius of Belief talents is found in the tremendous power of your 
foundational values. They are sources of powerful drive and direction.

Command as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Command as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

Command leads you to take charge. Unlike some people, you feel no 
discomfort with imposing your views on others. On the contrary, once 
your opinion is formed, you need to share it with others. Once your goal 
is set, you feel restless until you have aligned others with you. You are 
not frightened by confrontation; rather, you know that confrontation is 
the first step toward resolution. Whereas others may avoid facing up to 
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life’s unpleasantness, you feel compelled to present the facts or the truth, 
no matter how unpleasant it may be. You need things to be clear be-
tween people and challenge them to be clear-eyed and honest. You push 
them to take risks. You may even intimidate them. And while some may 
resent this, labeling you opinionated, they often willingly hand you the 
reins. People are drawn toward those who take a stance and ask them to 
move in a certain direction. Therefore, people will be drawn to you. You 
have presence. You have Command. 

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Command among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Command could “sound like.”

“Some of my friends are intimidated by conflict, but not me. If 
I’m upset with someone or see something that isn’t right, I’ll say so! 
People know what I think. I’m not a hard person to read.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You see what needs to be done, and you are willing to say so.

	You are willing to go into a confrontation and argue because you 
know that what is right will prevail, and confrontations often 
help get things moving.

	You can jump into a conflict, crisis, or emergency and take 
charge of the situation.

	Other people may feel threatened or put off by your power and 
assertiveness. When others label you as bossy, it points out an 
opportunity to manage and develop your Command talents.

	Command talents are valuable because they help you positively 
impact other people. You can help people and entire organiza-
tions get through difficult times and make substantive changes 
in the midst of chaos. 

The genius of Command talents is in your ability to bring to light 
what is often avoided or unstated, so that people are able to resolve con-
flicts and misunderstandings.
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Communication as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Communication as one of your areas of dominant 
talents, first take another look at the description of that theme:

You like to explain, to describe, to host, to speak in public, and to 
write. This is your Communication theme at work. Ideas are a dry begin-
ning. Events are static. You feel a need to bring them to life, to energize 
them, to make them exciting and vivid. And so you turn events into sto-
ries and practice telling them. You take the dry idea and enliven it with 
images and examples and metaphors. You believe that most people have 
a very short attention span. They are bombarded by information, but 
very little of it survives. You want your information — whether an idea, 
an event, a product’s features and benefits, a discovery, or a lesson — to 
survive. You want to divert their attention toward you and then capture 
it, lock it in. This is what drives your hunt for the perfect phrase. This 
is what draws you toward dramatic words and powerful word combina-
tions. This is why people like to listen to you. Your word pictures pique 
their interest, sharpen their world, and inspire them to act.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Communication among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Communication could “sound like.”

“When I was a kid, I used to get in trouble for talking in class. But 
I could tell such great stories — and when my classmates would 
laugh, it encouraged me to keep talking. My teachers said I was ‘a 
joy to work with,’ but that I was disrupting the class.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You like to talk, and you probably are good at it.

	You can explain things and make them clear.

	You may have an ability to tell particularly captivating stories by 
constructing mental images in the minds of others.

	You may be criticized because you like to talk a lot.
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	Communication talents are valuable because your abilities in this 
area enable you to reach out and connect with people. Your sto-
rytelling ability builds images in the minds of others and makes 
you a powerful person as you connect and bond with people. 

The genius of Communication talents lies in your ability to find 
words for not only your own thoughts and feelings, but also those of 
others.

Competition as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Competition as one of your areas of dominant tal-
ents, first take another look at the description of that theme:

Competition is rooted in comparison. When you look at the world, 
you are instinctively aware of other people’s performance. Their perfor-
mance is the ultimate yardstick. No matter how hard you tried, no mat-
ter how worthy your intentions, if you reached your goal but did not 
outperform your peers, the achievement feels hollow. Like all competi-
tors, you need other people. You need to compare. If you can compare, 
you can compete, and if you can compete, you can win. And when you 
win, there is no feeling quite like it. You like measurement because it fa-
cilitates comparisons. You like other competitors because they invigorate 
you. You like contests because they must produce a winner. You particu-
larly like contests where you know you have the inside track to be the 
winner. Although you are gracious to your fellow competitors and even 
stoic in defeat, you don’t compete for the fun of competing. You com-
pete to win. Over time you will come to avoid contests where winning 
seems unlikely. 

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Competition among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Competition could “sound like.”

“I like to know where I stand in a class. I like it when the professor 
posts the grades and I can see that I’m at the top. Competing against 
my classmates motivates me — and when I can’t do that, I even 
compete against myself and try to do better than I did last time.”
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For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You want to win, which usually means outperforming others.

	You will work hard to excel — especially in comparison to others.

	You constantly compare yourself and your performance to other 
people and their performances.

	You may not be willing to try something if you think you can’t 
“win” at it. Other people may consider your competitiveness in-
appropriate and therefore push you away, reject you, or accuse 
you of being arrogant.

The genius of Competition talents lies in your ability to stimulate 
yourself and others to higher levels of performance.

Connectedness as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Connectedness as one of your areas of dominant tal-
ents, first take another look at the description of that theme:

Things happen for a reason. You are sure of it. You are sure of it be-
cause in your soul you know that we are all connected. Yes, we are indi-
viduals, responsible for our own judgments and in possession of our own 
free will, but nonetheless we are part of something larger. Some may call 
it the collective unconscious. Others may label it spirit or life force. But 
whatever your word of choice, you gain confidence from knowing that 
we are not isolated from one another or from the earth and the life on it. 
This feeling of Connectedness implies certain responsibilities. If we are 
all part of a larger picture, then we must not harm others because we will 
be harming ourselves. We must not exploit because we will be exploit-
ing ourselves. Your awareness of these responsibilities creates your value 
system. You are considerate, caring, and accepting. Certain of the unity 
of humankind, you are a bridge builder for people of different cultures. 
Sensitive to the invisible hand, you can give others comfort that there is a 
purpose beyond our humdrum lives. The exact articles of your faith will 
depend on your upbringing and your culture, but your faith is strong. It 
sustains you and your close friends in the face of life’s mysteries. 
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Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Connectedness among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Connectedness could “sound like.”

“There’s a reason I’m so committed to caring for the environment. 
We’re all part of the earth, so if I don’t do my part to take care of it, 
we all suffer.” 

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You see that all things happen for a reason. You believe that all 
things are working together in a purposeful manner.

	You feel connected to life itself. Therefore, you feel a responsibil-
ity to be considerate, caring, and accepting toward others.

	You build bridges that allow people from all backgrounds to 
come together and develop a faith that goes beyond themselves.

	When people and the world seem fractured, broken, and iso-
lated, you can become discouraged. For this reason, some may 
perceive you as too naïve or fragile.

	Connectedness talents are valuable because they provide you 
with conviction and faith that sustain and encourage you and 
your friends in difficult times. You believe that there’s a plan, a 
design, and a power beyond the visible world that provide mean-
ing, comfort, and confidence. 

The genius of Connectedness talents lies in the ability to “connect 
the dots” between the past, present, and future in a way that gives you 
and others hope.

Consistency as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Consistency as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

Balance is important to you. You are keenly aware of the need to 
treat people the same, no matter what their station in life, so you do not 
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want to see the scales tipped too far in any one person’s favor. In your 
view this leads to selfishness and individualism. It leads to a world where 
some people gain an unfair advantage because of their connections or 
their background or their greasing of the wheels. This is truly offensive 
to you. You see yourself as a guardian against it. In direct contrast to this 
world of special favors, you believe that people function best in a consis-
tent environment where the rules are clear and are applied to everyone 
equally. This is an environment where people know what is expected. It 
is predictable and evenhanded. It is fair. Here each person has an even 
chance to show his or her worth.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Consistency among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Consistency could “sound like.”

“In one of my classes, we were each assigned a different book to 
read. But some of the books had three hundred pages, while oth-
ers had only one hundred. I wasn’t very happy about that because I 
thought everyone should have to read the same book, or at least the 
same number of pages.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You try to treat everyone equally by having clear rules and apply-
ing them consistently.

	You’re offended when some people gain an advantage because of 
their connections or the “games” they play.

	You believe that people work best in a consistent environment 
where the rules apply to everyone equally, and you work to cre-
ate that type of environment.

	While you may see yourself as a guardian of what is right and 
a warrior against special treatment, some people may reject you 
for assuming that responsibility.
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The genius of Consistency talents lies in the way you easily and 
quickly make judgments that equally apply to everyone involved. As a 
result, people have confidence in you and see you as trustworthy.

Context as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Context as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You look back. You look back because that is where the answers lie. 
You look back to understand the present. From your vantage point the 
present is unstable, a confusing clamor of competing voices. It is only by 
casting your mind back to an earlier time, a time when the plans were 
being drawn up, that the present regains its stability. The earlier time was 
a simpler time. It was a time of blueprints. As you look back, you begin 
to see these blueprints emerge. You realize what the initial intentions 
were. These blueprints or intentions have since become so embellished 
that they are almost unrecognizable, but now this Context theme re-
veals them again. This understanding brings you confidence. No longer 
disoriented, you make better decisions because you sense the underly-
ing structure. You become a better partner because you understand how 
your colleagues came to be who they are. And counterintuitively you 
become wiser about the future because you saw its seeds being sown in 
the past. Faced with new people and new situations, it will take you a 
little time to orient yourself, but you must give yourself this time. You 
must discipline yourself to ask the questions and allow the blueprints 
to emerge because no matter what the situation, if you haven’t seen the 
blueprints, you will have less confidence in your decisions. 

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Context among their Signature Themes. It represents what Context 
could “sound like.”

“I always think about that saying, ‘Those who cannot remember the 
past are condemned to repeat it.’ That’s very true, but it’s also im-
portant to remember the successes of the past so we can learn from 
them as well.”
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For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best. 

	You look to the past to understand the present.

	You see patterns that emerge from your studies of history.

	You learn best when you place what is to be learned into the 
context of other important dynamics and the history of what 
you are learning.

	You may feel disoriented when you can’t see patterns stemming 
from the past. Others may become impatient with you as you 
strive to build an understanding of life’s many complexities. You 
may be perceived as “plodding” because you want to understand 
how we got to where we are.

The genius of Context talents is reflected in your unique ability to 
remember the past and to appreciate that the seeds of “new” are often 
found in the old. 

Deliberative as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Deliberative as one of your areas of dominant tal-
ents, first take another look at the description of that theme:

You are careful. You are vigilant. You are a private person. You know 
that the world is an unpredictable place. Everything may seem in order, 
but beneath the surface you sense the many risks. Rather than denying 
these risks, you draw each one out into the open. Then each risk can be 
identified, assessed, and ultimately reduced. Thus, you are a fairly serious 
person who approaches life with a certain reserve. For example, you like 
to plan ahead so as to anticipate what might go wrong. You select your 
friends cautiously and keep your own counsel when the conversation 
turns to personal matters. You are careful not to give too much praise 
and recognition, lest it be misconstrued. If some people don’t like you 
because you are not as effusive as others, then so be it. For you, life is 
not a popularity contest. Life is something of a minefield. Others can 
run through it recklessly if they so choose, but you take a different ap-
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proach. You identify the dangers, weigh their relative impact, and then 
place your feet deliberately. You walk with care. 

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Deliberative among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Deliberative could “sound like.”

“My friends couldn’t believe the process I went through to choose a 
college to attend. I took two years to explore all the possibilities and 
consider any potential barriers — but I needed to be absolutely sure 
that I wouldn’t have any regrets.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these five insights 
and select those that describe you best.

	You take great care as you consider options, thinking through 
the pros and cons of each alternative. To you, making the correct 
choice is more important than the time it takes to do so.

	You prefer to listen to others rather than reveal a lot of informa-
tion about yourself. Listening is an important way for you to 
gather the information you need to make a sound decision.

	You make very good decisions. In fact, you would change few 
of them.

	Others may become impatient with you as you make your deci-
sions thoughtfully and slowly. You always think about the risks 
and what might go wrong. You may be falsely categorized as inde-
cisive when in fact you are making better choices in the long run.

The genius of Deliberative talents is in your ability to reduce risk 
and prevent problems through innate anticipation and careful thought. 
As a result, you tend to make outstanding decisions.
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Developer as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Developer as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You see the potential in others. Very often, in fact, potential is all 
you see. In your view no individual is fully formed. On the contrary, 
each individual is a work in progress, alive with possibilities. And you 
are drawn toward people for this very reason. When you interact with 
others, your goal is to help them experience success. You look for ways to 
challenge them. You devise interesting experiences that can stretch them 
and help them grow. And all the while you are on the lookout for the 
signs of growth — a new behavior learned or modified, a slight improve-
ment in a skill, a glimpse of excellence or of “flow” where previously 
there were only halting steps. For you these small increments — invis-
ible to some — are clear signs of potential being realized. These signs of 
growth in others are your fuel. They bring you strength and satisfaction. 
Over time many will seek you out for help and encouragement because 
on some level they know that your helpfulness is both genuine and ful-
filling to you.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Developer among their Signature Themes. It represents what Developer 
could “sound like.”

“I am so excited about becoming a teacher. I look at children and 
see how much of a future they have, and I just love those moments 
when I see a child make even just a little bit of progress. That’s my 
reward.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You naturally see others’ potential to move, change, grow, and 
develop for the better.

	You love to see others make progress, and you will notice even 
the slightest progress.
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	Being a part of another person’s development is the one of best 
experiences in the world for you.

	Other people may not be as interested in their development as you 
are. In fact, they might push you away because they feel you are 
pressuring them.

The genius of Developer talents lie in your ability to see the raw 
potential and incremental progress of others, and to actively invest in 
furthering that development. 

Discipline as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Discipline as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

Your world needs to be predictable. It needs to be ordered and 
planned. So you instinctively impose structure on your world. You set 
up routines. You focus on timelines and deadlines. You break long-term 
projects into a series of specific short-term plans, and you work through 
each plan diligently. You are not necessarily neat and clean, but you do 
need precision. Faced with the inherent messiness of life, you want to 
feel in control. The routines, the timelines, the structure, all of these help 
create this feeling of control. Lacking this theme of Discipline, others 
may sometimes resent your need for order, but there need not be con-
flict. You must understand that not everyone feels your urge for predict-
ability; they have other ways of getting things done. Likewise, you can 
help them understand and even appreciate your need for structure. Your 
dislike of surprises, your impatience with errors, your routines, and your 
detail orientation don’t need to be misinterpreted as controlling behav-
iors that box people in. Rather, these behaviors can be understood as 
your instinctive method for maintaining your progress and your produc-
tivity in the face of life’s many distractions. 

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Discipline among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Discipline could “sound like.”
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“I’m super-organized. Everything has a place so I know where to 
find it. My schedule is mapped out in advance, and that enables me 
to get a lot done. I never miss turning in an assignment on time.” 

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You find ways to organize yourself to get things done on time.

	You tend to place yourself in productive environments.

	You create order and structure where it is needed.

	Some people may label you as compulsive, anal, or a control 
freak because of your ability to discipline yourself and structure 
your world. But these attributes make you productive — often 
more so than your critics.

The genius of Discipline talents is in your ordered and structured 
approach, which brings predictability to your work and life.

Empathy as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Empathy as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You can sense the emotions of those around you. You can feel what 
they are feeling as though their feelings are your own. Intuitively, you 
are able to see the world through their eyes and share their perspective. 
You do not necessarily agree with each person’s perspective. You do not 
necessarily feel pity for each person’s predicament — this would be sym-
pathy, not Empathy. You do not necessarily condone the choices each 
person makes, but you do understand. This instinctive ability to under-
stand is powerful. You hear the unvoiced questions. You anticipate the 
need. Where others grapple for words, you seem to find the right words 
and the right tone. You help people find the right phrases to express their 
feelings — to themselves as well as to others. You help them give voice to 
their emotional life. For all these reasons other people are drawn to you.
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Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Empathy among their Signature Themes. It represents what Empathy 
could “sound like.”

“I’m the one my friends turn to when they have a fight with their 
boyfriend or girlfriend. They know I understand how they’re feeling, 
but they know I can help them see how the other person is feeling, 
too. I tend to be the one whose shoulder they cry on.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You can sense what it feels like to be someone else.

	You can pick up on the pain and joy of others — sometimes 
before they express it. Other people feel heard by you and expe-
rience your compassion.

	Because you can quickly understand others, people are drawn 
to you when they have a need or a problem, especially in 
relationships.

	Your Empathy can be challenging because you may become 
overwhelmed with all of the emotions you can pick up in a day. 

The genius of Empathy talents lies in the emotional depth of the 
relationships you’re able to form with others. People feel understood by 
you and seek your company.

Focus as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Focus as one of your areas of dominant talents, first 
take another look at the description of that theme:

“Where am I headed?” you ask yourself. You ask this question ev-
ery day. Guided by this theme of Focus, you need a clear destination. 
Lacking one, your life and your work can quickly become frustrating. 
And so each year, each month, and even each week you set goals. These 
goals then serve as your compass, helping you determine priorities and 
make the necessary corrections to get back on course. Your Focus is pow-
erful because it forces you to filter; you instinctively evaluate whether or 
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not a particular action will help you move toward your goal. Those that 
don’t are ignored. In the end, then, your Focus forces you to be efficient. 
Natu-rally, the flip side of this is that it causes you to become impatient 
with delays, obstacles, and even tangents, no matter how intriguing they 
appear to be. This makes you an extremely valuable team member. When 
others start to wander down other avenues, you bring them back to the 
main road. Your Focus reminds everyone that if something is not help-
ing you move toward your destination, then it is not important. And if 
it is not important, then it is not worth your time. You keep everyone 
on point.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Focus among their Signature Themes. It represents what Focus could 
“sound like.”

“Sometimes I’m so intent on my homework that my roommate can 
walk into the room and say my name — and I don’t even realize he’s 
there. I get so zoned in on what I’m doing that nothing breaks my 
concentration.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You can take a direction, follow through, and make the neces-
sary corrections to stay on track.

	You prioritize your life and tasks, and then take action.

	You set goals that keep you effective and efficient.

	You become frustrated when you when a group you are a part of 
doesn’t have clear goals or direction. Likewise, your life and work 
become frustrating when your goals are unclear.

The genius of Focus talents is in your intense concentration on one 
task. Your single-mindedness enhances the speed and quality of your 
performance. 
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Futuristic as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Futuristic as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

“Wouldn’t it be great if . . .” You are the kind of person who loves to 
peer over the horizon. The future fascinates you. As if it were projected 
on the wall, you see in detail what the future might hold, and this de-
tailed picture keeps pulling you forward, into tomorrow. While the exact 
content of the picture will depend on your other strengths and interests 
— a better product, a better team, a better life, or a better world — it 
will always be inspirational to you. You are a dreamer who sees visions of 
what could be and who cherishes those visions. When the present proves 
too frustrating and the people around you too pragmatic, you conjure 
up your visions of the future and they energize you. They can energize 
others, too. In fact, very often people look to you to describe your vi-
sions of the future. They want a picture that can raise their sights and 
thereby their spirits. You can paint it for them. Practice. Choose your 
words carefully. Make the picture as vivid as possible. People will want to 
latch on to the hope you bring.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Futuristic among their Signature Themes. It represents what Futuristic 
could “sound like.”

“I’m only a freshman, but I’m anxious to decide whether to major in 
transportation planning or international business. Either way, I’ll be 
prepared for what lies ahead. Of course, some of the jobs I’ll have in 
life haven’t even been invented yet!” 

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You are fascinated by the future, and you usually see the future 
positively.

	You can see in detail what the future might hold.

	You can energize yourself and others by your vision of what 
could be. You can clearly see possibilities.
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	Others may dismiss you as a dreamer. You might become frus-
trated by present circumstances and discouraged by highly prag-
matic people who can’t or won’t see the possible future that is so 
clear to you.

The genius of Futuristic talents is in your emotional anticipation and 
visual imagination of a better future, which inspire you — and could in-
spire others — to make that dream a reality. 

Harmony as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Harmony as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You look for areas of agreement. In your view there is little to be 
gained from conflict and friction, so you seek to hold them to a mini-
mum. When you know that the people around you hold differing views, 
you try to find the common ground. You try to steer them away from 
confrontation and toward harmony. In fact, harmony is one of your 
guiding values. You can’t quite believe how much time is wasted by 
people trying to impose their views on others. Wouldn’t we all be more 
productive if we kept our opinions in check and instead looked for con-
sensus and support? You believe we would, and you live by that belief. 
When others are sounding off about their goals, their claims, and their 
fervently held opinions, you hold your peace. When others strike out in 
a direction, you will willingly, in the service of harmony, modify your 
own objectives to merge with theirs (as long as their basic values do not 
clash with yours). When others start to argue about their pet theory or 
concept, you steer clear of the debate, preferring to talk about practical, 
down-to-earth matters on which you can all agree. In your view we are 
all in the same boat, and we need this boat to get where we are going. It 
is a good boat. There is no need to rock it just to show that you can.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Harmony among their Signature Themes. It represents what Harmony 
could “sound like.” 
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“In my family I’m known as the peacemaker. Somehow I’m able to 
work behind the scenes to help resolve or even prevent conflicts. 
Half the time, the people involved don’t realize all the conversations 
I’ve had with both sides to help them reach a win-win solution.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You want peace, and you try to bring people together.

	You can see points that people have in common, even when they 
are in conflict.

	You seek to help individuals, families, and organizations work 
together.

	Some people may criticize you, saying you lack courage. Occa-
sionally, even you may see your desire for harmony as an avoid-
ance of conflict.

The genius of Harmony talents is in your natural practicality and 
preference for emotional efficiency. By reducing friction, you enhance 
collaboration.

Ideation as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Ideation as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You are fascinated by ideas. What is an idea? An idea is a concept, 
the best explanation of the most events. You are delighted when you 
discover beneath the complex surface an elegantly simple concept to ex-
plain why things are the way they are. An idea is a connection. Yours 
is the kind of mind that is always looking for connections, and so you 
are intrigued when seemingly disparate phenomena can be linked by an 
obscure connection. An idea is a new perspective on familiar challenges. 
You revel in taking the world we all know and turning it around so we 
can view it from a strange but strangely enlightening angle. You love all 
these ideas because they are profound, because they are novel, because 
they are clarifying, because they are contrary, because they are bizarre. 
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For all these reasons you derive a jolt of energy whenever a new idea oc-
curs to you. Others may label you creative or original or conceptual or 
even smart. Perhaps you are all of these. Who can be sure? What you are 
sure of is that ideas are thrilling. And on most days this is enough. 

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Ideation among their Signature Themes. It represents what Ideation 
could “sound like.”

“In my psychology class, we were supposed to do a group research 
project on mental illness. Every other group presented a report to 
the class, but I talked my group into making a creative video about 
what it might be like to experience mental illness. All the research 
was there — it was just presented in a really cool way that helped 
everybody remember it better.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You are a creative person, and you appreciate originality.

	You like free-thinking experiences such as brainstorming and 
discussion groups.

	You love new ideas and concepts.

	At times, it may seem like you get lost in the world of ideas, and 
others may think you are a daydreamer. 

The genius of Ideation talents is in your spontaneous creativity. You 
have a natural sense of innovation that can defy conventional thinking. 

Includer as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Includer as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

“Stretch the circle wider.” This is the philosophy around which you 
orient your life. You want to include people and make them  feel part of 
the group. In direct contrast to those who are drawn only to exclusive 
groups, you actively avoid those groups that exclude others. You want to 

Affirming Includer



53

expand the group so that as many people as possible can benefit from its 
support. You hate the sight of someone on the outside looking in. You 
want to draw them in so that they can feel the warmth of the group. You 
are an instinctively accepting person. Regardless of race or sex or na-
tionality or personality or faith, you cast few judgments. Judgments can 
hurt a person’s feelings. Why do that if you don’t have to? Your accepting 
nature does not necessarily rest on a belief that each of us is different and 
that one should respect these differences. Rather, it rests on your convic-
tion that fundamentally we are all the same. We are all equally impor-
tant. Thus, no one should be ignored. Each of us should be included. It 
is the least we all deserve.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Includer among their Signature Themes. It represents what Includer 
could “sound like.”

“In class, I noticed one guy who always ended up by himself when 
the professor would tell us to get into groups. I could tell he was 
feeling left out, so I invited him to join our group.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You notice people who feel like outsiders or who feel unappreciated.

	You are not content when people are left out, so you try to reach 
out to the “outsiders” and bring them in.

	People see you as accepting and sense that you want them to be 
included.

	In your attempts to include others, you may be rejected by the 
very people you try to include. You may have to confront your 
own fears as you seek to include those who may reject you. You 
may also have to deal with people who misunderstand your ac-
tions, yet themselves do nothing to reach out to those who feel 
left out.

The genius of Includer talents lies in your sensitivity to those who 
are excluded and your desire and capacity to bring them into the group. 
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Individualization as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Individualization as one of your areas of dominant 
talents, first take another look at the description of that theme:

Your Individualization theme leads you to be intrigued by the 
unique qualities of each person. You are impatient with generalizations 
or “types” because you don’t want to obscure what is special and distinct 
about each person. Instead, you focus on the differences between indi-
viduals. You instinctively observe each person’s style, each person’s mo-
tivation, how each thinks, and how each builds relationships. You hear 
the one-of-a-kind stories in each person’s life. This theme explains why 
you pick your friends just the right birthday gift, why you know that one 
person prefers praise in public and another detests it, and why you tailor 
your teaching style to accommodate one person’s need to be shown and 
another’s desire to “figure it out as I go.” Because you are such a keen ob-
server of other people’s strengths, you can draw out the best in each per-
son. This Individualization theme also helps you build productive teams. 
While some search around for the perfect team “structure” or “process,” 
you know instinctively that the secret to great teams is casting by indi-
vidual strengths so that everyone can do a lot of what they do well.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Individualization among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Individualization could “sound like.”

“I’m coaching an after-school youth basketball team at the YMCA. 
It’s cool to see what brings out the best in each of my players. Tony 
responds really well when I match him up on defense with the top 
player on the other team; Jay gets into it most when I tell him he’s 
NBA material. And Daniel shines when I keep track of how many 
steals he has in a game and make a big deal of that.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You view each person as a distinct, one-of-a-kind individual.

	You naturally see how people who are very different can work 
together well.
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	You know how to build productive teams because you can see 
the talents of people and structure groups that maximize those 
talents.

	Because you see individuals so distinctly and try to relate to them 
in terms of their specific characteristics, relating to people can be 
sometimes be tiring and even overwhelming.

The genius of Individualization talents is in your ability to notice 
and appreciate the unique characteristics of each person, and to custom-
ize your approach accordingly. 

Input as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Input as one of your areas of dominant talents, first 
take another look at the description of that theme:

You are inquisitive. You collect things. You might collect information 
— words, facts, books, and quotations — or you might collect tangible 
objects such as butterflies, baseball cards, porcelain dolls, or sepia pho-
tographs. Whatever you collect, you collect it because it interests you. 
And yours is the kind of mind that finds so many things interesting. The 
world is exciting precisely because of its infinite variety and complexity. 
If you read a great deal, it is not necessarily to refine your theories but, 
rather, to add more information to your archives. If you like to travel, it 
is because each new location offers novel artifacts and facts. These can be 
acquired and then stored away. Why are they worth storing? At the time 
of storing it is often hard to say exactly when or why you might need 
them, but who knows when they might become useful? With all those 
possible uses in mind, you really don’t feel comfortable throwing any-
thing away. So you keep acquiring and compiling and filing stuff away. 
It’s interesting. It keeps your mind fresh. And perhaps one day some of it 
will prove valuable.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Input among their Signature Themes. It represents what Input could 
“sound like.”
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“When I go on the Internet to do research for a paper, I can easily 
find relevant and appropriate information that help me get the pa-
per written. In fact, I often find extra information that will help my 
friends get their papers written, too.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You always want to know more. You crave information.

	You like to collect certain things, such as ideas, books, memora-
bilia, quotations, and facts.

	You have an active curiosity. You find many things very interest-
ing. A few minutes of “surfing the Net” may turn into hours 
once your curiosity takes off, and you might have difficulties 
filing and housing all of the new information you acquire. 

The genius of Input talents is in your active and resourceful curios-
ity, which leads you to become a storehouse of knowledge. 

Intellection as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Intellection as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You like to think. You like mental activity. You like exercising the 
“muscles” of your brain, stretching them in multiple directions. This 
need for mental activity may be focused; for example, you may be trying 
to solve a problem or develop an idea or understand another person’s 
feelings. The exact focus will depend on your other strengths. On the 
other hand, this mental activity may very well lack focus. The theme 
of Intellection does not dictate what you are thinking about; it simply 
describes that you like to think. You are the kind of person who enjoys 
your time alone because it is your time for musing and reflection. You 
are introspective. In a sense you are your own best companion, as you 
pose yourself questions and try out answers on yourself to see how they 
sound. This introspection may lead you to a slight sense of discontent as 
you compare what you are actually doing with all the thoughts and ideas 
that your mind conceives. Or this introspection may tend toward more 
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pragmatic matters such as the events of the day or a conversation that 
you plan to have later. Wherever it leads you, this mental hum is one of 
the constants of your life.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Intellection among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Intellection could “sound like.”

“I once got to house-sit for one of my professors. The time away 
from all the noise and activity at the dorm was a great opportunity 
to think about the best way to approach the rest of the semester.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You love to study, and you prefer intellectual discussions.

	You like to think and to let your thoughts go in many directions.

	You like to spend time alone so that you can reflect and ponder.

	Others may write you off as a “geek” because of your sophisti-
cated level of thinking and use of language.

The genius of Intellection talents stems from the deep processing 
that occurs when you think. Wisdom and clarity result from your ability 
to muse for long periods of time. 

Learner as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Learner as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You love to learn. The subject matter that interests you most will 
be determined by your other themes and experiences, but whatever the 
subject, you will always be drawn to the process of learning. The process, 
more than the content or the result, is especially exciting for you. You 
are energized by the steady and deliberate journey from ignorance to 
competence. The thrill of the first few facts, the early efforts to recite or 
practice what you have learned, the growing confidence of a skill mas-
tered — this is the process that entices you. Your excitement leads you to 
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engage in adult learning experiences — yoga or piano lessons or gradu-
ate classes. It enables you to thrive in dynamic work environments where 
you are asked to take on short project assignments and are expected to 
learn a lot about the new subject matter in a short period of time and 
then move on to the next one. This Learner theme does not necessarily 
mean that you seek to become the subject matter expert, or that you are 
striving for the respect that accompanies a professional or academic cre-
dential. The outcome of the learning is less significant than the “getting 
there.”

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Learner among their Signature Themes. It represents what Learner 
could “sound like.”

“I’m headed to Spain for a semester next year. I’ve been reading ev-
erything I can get my hands on about what it will be like to travel 
and live with a family in Seville.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You want to continuously learn and improve.

	You enjoy the process of learning as much as what you actually 
learn — perhaps even more.

	You get a thrill out of learning new facts, beginning a new sub-
ject, and mastering an important skill. Learning builds your 
confidence.

	You can get frustrated about wanting to learn so many different 
things because you fear you’ll never be an expert. 

The genius of Learner talents is that you not only love to learn; you 
also intuitively know how you learn best. 
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Maximizer as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Maximizer as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

Excellence, not average, is your measure. Taking something from 
below average to slightly above average takes a great deal of effort and 
in your opinion is not very rewarding. Transforming something strong 
into something superb takes just as much effort but is much more thrill-
ing. Strengths, whether yours or someone else’s, fascinate you. Like a 
diver after pearls, you search them out, watching for the telltale signs of 
a strength. A glimpse of untutored excellence, rapid learning, a skill mas-
tered without recourse to steps — all these are clues that a strength may 
be in play. And having found a strength, you feel compelled to nurture 
it, refine it, and stretch it toward excellence. You polish the pearl until it 
shines. This natural sorting of strengths means that others see you as dis-
criminating. You choose to spend time with people who appreciate your 
particular strengths. Likewise, you are attracted to others who seem to 
have found and cultivated their own strengths. You tend to avoid those 
who want to fix you and make you well rounded. You don’t want to 
spend your life bemoaning what you lack. Rather, you want to capitalize 
on the gifts with which you are blessed. It’s more fun. It’s more produc-
tive. And, counterintuitively, it is more demanding.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Maximizer among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Maximizer could “sound like.” 

“I was elected to student government and am heading a committee 
for our big Celebrate Diversity event on campus. I keep seeing ways 
we can make the event even better than it was last year, even though 
the rest of the committee thinks what we’re doing so far is good 
enough.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You see talents and strengths in others, sometimes before they do.
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	You love to help others become excited by the natural potential 
of their talents.

	You have the capacity to see what people will do best and which 
jobs they will be good at. You can see how people’s talents match 
the tasks that must be completed. 

	Some people may see you as picky or plodding because they 
don’t understand your exceptional commitment to excellence. 

The genius of Maximizer talents is in your natural discrimination to-
ward better and your preference for working with and toward the best.

Positivity as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Positivity as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You are generous with praise, quick to smile, and always on the look-
out for the positive in the situation. Some call you lighthearted. Others 
just wish that their glass were as full as yours seems to be. But either 
way, people want to be around you. Their world looks better around you 
because your enthusiasm is contagious. Lacking your energy and opti-
mism, some find their world drab with repetition or, worse, heavy with 
pressure. You seem to find a way to lighten their spirit. You inject drama 
into every project. You celebrate every achievement. You find ways to 
make every- thing more exciting and more vital. Some cynics may reject 
your energy, but you are rarely dragged down. Your Positivity won’t al-
low it. Somehow you can’t quite escape your conviction that it is good to 
be alive, that work can be fun, and that no matter what the setbacks, one 
must never lose one’s sense of humor.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Positivity among their Signature Themes. It represents what Positivity 
could “sound like.”

“College is great! There are lots of assignments and it’s hard work, 
but it’s such a fun and energizing atmosphere. Even when I’m buried 
in homework, I can’t help but have a good time.” 
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For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You bring enthusiasm to people, groups, and organizations.

	You can stimulate people to be more productive and become 
more hopeful.

	You can get people excited about what they are doing, causing 
them to become more engaged in their work.

	Some people will criticize you for being so optimistic. They may 
say you are naïve, and that may cause you to doubt yourself. 

The genius of Positivity talents is found in your positive emotion-
al impact. Simply stated, everyone feels better about life when you are 
around. 

Relator as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Relator as one of your areas of dominant talents, first 
take another look at the description of that theme:

Relator describes your attitude toward your relationships. In simple 
terms, the Relator theme pulls you toward people you already know. 
You do not necessarily shy away from meeting new people — in fact, 
you may have other themes that cause you to enjoy the thrill of turning 
strangers into friends — but you do derive a great deal of pleasure and 
strength from being around your close friends. You are comfortable with 
intimacy. Once the initial connection has been made, you deliberately 
encourage a deepening of the relationship. You want to understand their 
feelings, their goals, their fears, and their dreams; and you want them to 
understand yours. You know that this kind of closeness implies a certain 
amount of risk — you might be taken advantage of — but you are will-
ing to accept that risk. For you a relationship has value only if it is genu-
ine. And the only way to know that is to entrust yourself to the other 
person. The more you share with each other, the more you risk together. 
The more you risk together, the more each of you proves your caring is 
genuine. These are your steps toward real friendship, and you take them 
willingly.
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Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Relator among their Signature Themes. It represents what Relator 
could “sound like.”

“Leaving all my high school friends behind when I started college 
was hard. Even though I’m meeting a bunch of people here, there’s 
such a big difference between being friendly with people and actu-
ally being friends.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You can form close relationships with people, and you enjoy do-
ing so.

	You receive profound satisfaction from working hard with friends 
to accomplish an important goal.

	You know many people, and you can relate with all kinds of 
people.  But you also have a very small group of friends with 
whom you have incredibly deep relationships.

	Some people may feel threatened or uncomfortable because 
they don’t have the close, intense personal relationships that you 
thrive on.

The genius of Relator talents is in your ability to form solid, mutu-
ally rewarding relationships. 

Responsibility as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Responsibility as one of your areas of dominant tal-
ents, first take another look at the description of that theme:

Your Responsibility theme forces you to take psychological owner-
ship for anything you commit to, and whether large or small, you feel 
emotionally bound to follow it through to completion. Your good name 
depends on it. If for some reason you cannot deliver, you automatically 
start to look for ways to make it up to the other person. Apologies are 
not enough. Excuses and rationalizations are totally unacceptable. You 
will not quite be able to live with yourself until you have made restitu-
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tion. This conscientiousness, this near obsession for doing things right, 
and your impeccable ethics, combine to create your reputation: utterly 
dependable. When assigning new responsibilities, people will look to 
you first because they know it will get done. When people come to you 
for help — and they soon will — you must be selective. Your willingness 
to volunteer may sometimes lead you to take on more than you should.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Responsibility among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Responsibility could “sound like.”

“I’m not always thrilled about group projects when the professor as-
signs the groups. I just don’t want to get stuck with someone who 
doesn’t pull their weight or do quality work. If I’m going to partner 
with someone, I want them to deliver — just like I always do.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You are dependable, and people know it. They count on you 
when something important is on the line.

	You don’t want to let people down, and you will work very hard 
to fulfill all your responsibilities and keep your word.

	Because you “come through” for people, word spreads — and 
more and more people come to you.

	With the responsibility you feel to the people who come to you 
and with the demands that each of them brings, you might feel 
overwhelmed and under pressure to perform.

The genius of Responsibility talents stems from the deep commit-
ments you make to others and the ownership you feel. Because you are a 
person of your word, people trust you and count on you.
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Restorative as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Restorative as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You love to solve problems. Whereas some are dismayed when they 
encounter yet another breakdown, you can be energized by it. You enjoy 
the challenge of analyzing the symptoms, identifying what is wrong, and 
finding the solution. You may prefer practical problems or conceptual 
ones or personal ones. You may seek out specific kinds of problems that 
you have met many times before and that you are confident you can fix. 
Or you may feel the greatest push when faced with complex and unfa-
miliar problems. Your exact preferences are determined by your other 
themes and experiences. But what is certain is that you enjoy bringing 
things back to life. It is a wonderful feeling to identify the undermin-
ing factor(s), eradicate them, and restore something to its true glory. 
Intuitively, you know that without your intervention, this thing — this 
machine, this technique, this person, this company — might have ceased 
to function. You fixed it, resuscitated it, rekindled its vitality. Phrasing it 
the way you might, you saved it.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Restorative among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Restorative could “sound like.”

“I’m loving my business ethics class right now. We’re doing case 
studies where we get to analyze all the problems in a company and 
figure out how to make the best decision. My prof tells me I’m really 
good at finding all the flaws and fixing them.” 

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You readily take on projects that others believe “can’t be saved.”

	You can analyze a situation and identify potential shortcomings 
and what needs to be fixed.

	You quickly recognize problems that others may not detect.
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	Other people may not like the fact that you can so quickly de-
termine the problems and weaknesses in people, situations, and 
organizations. They may find this embarrassing, even if your as-
sessments and solutions are accurate.

The genius of Restorative talents is in your love of problems. While 
others shy away, your solution-oriented mind naturally gravitates toward 
these challenges. 

Self-Assurance as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Self-Assurance as one of your areas of dominant tal-
ents, first take another look at the description of that theme:

Self-Assurance is similar to self-confidence. In the deepest part of 
you, you have faith in your strengths. You know that you are able — able 
to take risks, able to meet new challenges, able to stake claims, and, most 
important, able to deliver. But Self-Assurance is more than just self-con-
fidence. Blessed with the theme of Self-Assurance, you have confidence 
not only in your abilities but in your judgment. When you look at the 
world, you know that your perspective is unique and distinct. And be-
cause no one sees exactly what you see, you know that no one can make 
your decisions for you. No one can tell you what to think. They can 
guide. They can suggest. But you alone have the authority to form con-
clusions, make decisions, and act. This authority, this final accountabil-
ity for the living of your life, does not intimidate you. On the contrary, 
it feels natural to you. No matter what the situation, you seem to know 
what the right decision is. This theme lends you an aura of certainty. 
Unlike many, you are not easily swayed by someone else’s arguments, no 
matter how persuasive they may be. This Self-Assurance may be quiet or 
loud, depending on your other themes, but it is solid. It is strong. Like 
the keel of a ship, it withstands many different pressures and keeps you 
on your course. 

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Self-Assurance among their Signature Themes. It represents what Self-
Assurance could “sound like.”
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“I wasn’t recruited to play baseball here, but I’m trying out as a walk-
on. I know I can make it — I feel it in my gut as I practice with the 
others. I can do this!”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You are confident about your ability to manage your life.

	You can “bounce back” from disappointments and crises.

	You believe that your decisions are right and that your perspec-
tive is unique and distinct.

	Other people may see your self-assurance as a type of pride or 
arrogance. They might think you’re cocky and not care for the 
way you tend to trust your own gut rather than others’ advice.

The genius of Self-Assurance talents is in the way you deeply trust 
your own instincts. This can enable you to forge ahead confidently, even 
on risky paths.

Significance as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Significance as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

You want to be very significant in the eyes of other people. In the 
truest sense of the word you want to be recognized. You want to be heard. 
You want to stand out. You want to be known. In particular, you want to 
be known and appreciated for the unique strengths you bring. You feel 
a need to be admired as credible, professional, and successful. Likewise, 
you want to associate with others who are credible, professional, and 
successful. And if they aren’t, you will push them to achieve until they 
are. Or you will move on. An independent spirit, you want your work to 
be a way of life rather than a job, and in that work you want to be given 
free rein, the leeway to do things your way. Your yearnings feel intense 
to you, and you honor those yearnings. And so your life is filled with 
goals, achievements, or qualifications that you crave. Whatever your fo-
cus — and each person is distinct — your Significance theme will keep 
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pulling you upward, away from the mediocre toward the exceptional. It 
is the theme that keeps you reaching.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals 
who possess Significance among their Signature Themes. It represents what 
Significance could “sound like.”

“One of my favorite high school memories is winning the ‘servant 
leader’ award for the work I did with inner-city kids in after-school 
programs.	Knowing	 that	people	noticed	 the	work	 I	had	done	 felt	
really good, especially when I knew I had made a difference in the 
lives of those kids.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You probably enjoy receiving public recognition for the differ-
ences you make.

	You want to have an impact on other people, groups, and society 
as a whole.

	You want the contributions you make to be viewed as substan-
tial, powerful, and significant. 

	Significance talents are sometimes perceived as egotism or a need 
for attention. 

The genius of Significance talents begins and ends with the differ-
ence you are determined to make. You want the world to be a better 
place because you are in it. 

Strategic as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Strategic as one of your areas of dominant talents, 
first take another look at the description of that theme:

The Strategic theme enables you to sort through the clutter and find 
the best route. It is not a skill that can be taught. It is a distinct way of 
thinking, a special perspective on the world at large. This perspective al-
lows you to see patterns where others simply see complexity. Mindful of 
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these patterns, you play out alternative scenarios, always asking, “What 
if this happened? Okay, well what if this happened?” This recurring 
question helps you see around the next corner. There you can evaluate 
accurately the potential obstacles. Guided by where you see each path 
leading, you start to make selections. You discard the paths that lead 
nowhere. You discard the paths that lead straight into resistance. You 
discard the paths that lead into a fog of confusion. You cull and make se-
lections until you arrive at the chosen path — your strategy. Armed with 
your strategy, you strike forward. This is your Strategic theme at work: 
“What if?” Select. Strike.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Strategic among their Signature Themes. It represents what Strategic 
could “sound like.”

“I chose this college to prepare for medical school. I’d like to do it 
as quickly as possible, so I considered trying to finish in three years. 
But I want to get into a top school, so I’m going to limit the credit 
hours I take each semester and get really good grades.”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You know that there is more than one means to an end. Your 
ability to see options helps you quickly come up with Plan B if 
your first plan doesn’t work.

	You can quickly pick out the relevant issues and patterns when 
confronted by problems and complexities.

	You have a “What if this happens?” mentality toward work and 
life. This type of questioning helps you see, plan, and prepare for 
future situations. 

	Some may see your lightning-quick evaluation of what won’t 
work as overly critical. Because you are able to sort through ev-
erything so quickly, people don’t realize that you have considered 
all the options.

Affirming Strategic
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The genius of Strategic talents is found in your ability to quickly 
weigh various alternative paths and determine the one that will work 
best and most efficiently. Sometimes you think backwards — visualizing 
the outcome you want and then generating multiple ways of reaching 
that goal.

Woo as One of Your Signature Themes

To begin affirming Woo as one of your areas of dominant talents, first 
take another look at the description of that theme:

Woo stands for winning others over. You enjoy the challenge of 
meeting new people and getting them to like you. Strangers are rarely in-
timidating to you. On the contrary, strangers can be energizing. You are 
drawn to them. You want to learn their names, ask them questions, and 
find some area of common interest so that you can strike up a conversa-
tion and build rapport. Some people shy away from starting up conver-
sations because they worry about running out of things to say. You don’t. 
Not only are you rarely at a loss for words; you actually enjoy initiating 
with strangers because you derive satisfaction from breaking the ice and 
making a connection. Once that connection is made, you are quite hap-
py to wrap it up and move on. There are new people to meet, new rooms 
to work, new crowds to mingle in. In your world there are no strangers, 
only friends you haven’t met yet — lots of them.

Now, consider this statement based on comments from individuals who 
possess Woo among their Signature Themes. It represents what Woo could 
“sound like.”

“The first day of classes is always so fun. I made a lot of new friends 
today and introduced myself to each of my professors!”

For further understanding of your talents, examine these insights and 
select those that describe you best.

	You have the capacity to quickly connect with people and gener-
ate positive responses from them.

Affirming Woo
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	You can enter a crowd of people and easily know what to do and 
what to say.

	You see no strangers — only friends you haven’t met yet.

	Because you know so many people, some may believe that you 
form only shallow relationships. Others, however, will envy how 
quickly and easily you make friends.

The genius of Woo talents is in your ability to quickly connect with 
people and become a catalyst in helping them connect with one another. 
You have an exceptional sense of how to draw others out.

Affirming Woo
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When we first began to talk to college students about strengths, an 
interesting thing happened. All along we had been focusing on 

how discovering talents and developing strengths could lead to excel-
lence in terms of academic success in college. Our research had shown 
that this was indeed happening. But when we talked to students who had 
been through some of the earliest strengths-development programs with 
us, they always began by telling us how it had affected their relation-
ships with others. A word that kept coming up in their conversations 
was “see.” 

Students told us that as a result of focusing on talents — the foun-
dation of strengths — they were seeing themselves in a new way, as in-
dividuals with powerful talents in particular areas. Qualities that they’d 
been forever teased about or criticized for were seen from a different an-
gle — as their greatest talents and their potential for strengths.

They told us they saw others differently as well — in light of their 
talents. Behaviors that used to annoy or irritate them simply because they 
were unfamiliar were seen from a different perspective and recognized as 
talents that could lead to excellence. Conflicts with others that previously 
had been viewed as crises or disasters were now regarded as opportunities 
to find common ground, because they realized they now had a new way 
of understanding others who were different from themselves.

We were thrilled! This new way of seeing things was a bonus, an 
unexpected finding. Psychologists have always emphasized that seeing 
things from a different perspective — what is sometimes called “refram-
ing” — could help resolve conflicts and improve relationships. We knew 
this could be a powerful insight for students. 

Chip Anderson, one of the authors of this book, took this insight 
and decided to apply it in a compelling way. We were gathered at a large 
conference for college faculty and staff. In walked Chip, larger than life, 
carrying sacks of colorful plastic glasses. As he handed them out to ev-
eryone in the room, he shared insights about how becoming aware of 
one’s talents and seeing the areas of greatest talent in others could lead 
to dramatic changes in relationships. He challenged all of us to see our 
students through “strengths-colored glasses” and discover for ourselves 
how this would change and enrich our interactions with them and our 
ways of educating them. 

Sadly, Chip died in July of 2005. At his funeral, some of the educa-
tors who had attended this conference brought those same plastic glasses 
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with them. They told others how that simple visual image had been a 
turning point for them both professionally and personally. 

So imagine you have in your hands a new pair of glasses. Put them 
on for a while and see how your world changes.

The Lenses of Reality

Part of being human is having a lens through which we view reality. 
An old Chinese proverb states, “Two thirds of what we see is behind our 
eyes.” Our family of origin and our culture have crafted these lenses to 
a certain extent, as have our own experiences and thoughts. Our lenses 
determine how we emotionally respond to an event; the same incident 
can happen to two people who interpret it very differently, leading them 
to respond differently as well. 

For example: Jake, Mike, and Tim are buddies who are supposed to 
meet at the local coffee house to work on a class project. Jake and Tim 
are there on time, but Mike is 30 minutes late. Jake shrugs it off — after 
all, who knows the things that might have come up at the last minute? 
But Tim, who sees through different lenses, is fuming. He’s frustrated 
and angry at what he sees as Mike’s lack of consideration.

Now take the situation and heighten the sensitivities and even prej-
udices. When we don’t know someone very well and the person is dif-
ferent from us, we may tend to jump to some conclusions about him or 
her based on what we can see — general appearance, hairstyle, accent, 
demeanor, race, or gender. So suppose Mike is someone from class who 
has been assigned to a group project with Jake and Tim. Mike commutes 
from off-campus because he has a part-time job and can’t afford to live in 
the residence hall; also, he was born and raised in a “sleepy” rural town. 
Mike is 30 minutes late and saunters into the coffee house, sliding casu-
ally into a comfortable position on the nearest couch. How will Jake’s 
and Tim’s lenses interpret what they see? What prejudicial conclusions 
might they draw about Mike’s commitment to the group project? 

Now, suppose for a minute that in the same class the professor had 
taken the time to explain to students how talents affect relationships. 
Further, suppose the professor had designed some group exercises that 
would help the students get to know one another and figure out how 
they could best use their talents to work together. With those talent in-
sights in mind, when Mike slides onto the couch 30 minutes late, Jake 
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and Tim are laughing good-naturedly. That’s because two of Mike’s 
Signature Themes are Adaptability and Input. Not uncharacteristically, 
Mike had lost track of time while his Input talents drove him to surf the 
Internet for in-depth and comprehensive research for the group project. 
Jake and Tim were eager to hear about what he had found. 

Seeing Differently 

There are three ways that we see people’s vision changing when they 
wear strengths-colored glasses: (1) they see themselves differently, (2) 
they see their futures differently, and (3) they see others differently.

Seeing Yourself Differently

We each have a view of ourselves that has developed since early in 
life. This view, known as our self-concept, is how we answer the question 
“Who am I?” In many ways, it determines the lens through which we 
view others and the world as a whole. When our self-concept is mostly 
negative, we tend to see others negatively as well and view the world pes-
simistically. When our self-concept is mostly positive, we give others the 
benefit of the doubt, are more optimistic about the future and the world, 
and enjoy more positive relationships. As the author Anais Nin has said, 
“We don’t see things as they are. We see them as we are.”

Self-concept is a combination of what other people have told us 
about ourselves, what we have discovered about ourselves through our 
experiences of success and failure, what we’ve learned about ourselves 
as we compare ourselves to others, and what our culture has told us 
about ourselves. We are bombarded with advertising that encourages us 
to compare ourselves to others who are prettier, smarter, more athletic, 
make more money, or are with someone more attractive. Too often the 
focus is on who you aren’t rather than on who you are. This focus on 
“not enough” is meant to get us to buy things, but it has the side effect 
of shaping our view of ourselves and the lens through which we view 
others.

The Impact of Culture on Self-Concept

Our culture contributes to our self-concept by sending us messages 
about what is most valued by others in the culture and by providing 
role models. Some cultures emphasize independence, being your own 
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person, and making your own way, while others stress your connections 
to others and what you contribute to your family or to society. These be-
come lenses through which you view yourself and others, and by which 
you make judgments about those who are different.

When you learn to take a strengths approach to life, you see your-
self through a different set of lenses. Where you once focused on all the 
things you couldn’t do as well as someone else, you now see that there 
are areas of talent within you that have always been there and that flour-
ish best in certain kinds of environments. Where before you might have 
been afraid to try new things, now you realize that you are capable of 
succeeding in your areas of greatest talent — so you have the courage to 
rise to the occasion as you recognize where your talents are needed. As 
a result, we’ve found that college students who are aware of their most 
powerful talents and who learn how to develop strengths become much 
more self-confident, which in turn provides the motivation to take on 
new challenges and achieve excellence. 

Self-Knowledge and Self-Acceptance

The foundation of mental health is self-knowledge and self-accep-
tance: knowing who you are and being okay with that. Healthy relation-
ships depend on being comfortable enough with yourself that you are 
able to share yourself with another person. Optimal functioning — get-
ting the most out of your life — starts with a realistic awareness of who 
you are and what you have to offer others. “Love your neighbor as your-
self,” a value that is common to many faith traditions, is built on the 
assumption that you cannot love someone else until you love yourself 
— not in an egotistical, self-absorbed way, but genuinely appreciating 
who you are inside your own skin. That’s where it all starts.

Self-awareness means you see your talents and strengths clearly, but 
it also means you are aware of your weaknesses. By weaknesses we sim-
ply mean any lack of knowledge, skill, or talent that negatively affects your 
performance or that of others. Note that areas of lesser talent are not the 
same as weaknesses. For example, a doctor who can’t carry a tune does 
not have a weakness; she just has lesser talent in singing. But if that same 
doctor possesses lesser talents in communicating, that’s a weakness — it 
interferes with her ability to effectively communicate with her patients. 

Weaknesses can’t be ignored, because they prevent you or another 
person from performing with strength. Focusing on building strengths 
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does not mean your weaknesses no longer matter. The difference is that 
you now see these weaknesses as obstacles to be managed, skills to be 
learned, or knowledge to be acquired. A large part of the secret of success 
in life is learning to apply your areas of greatest talent to manage your 
weaknesses. 

Here’s an example: Suppose the same doctor recognizes that her lack 
of clear communication with her patients hampers her effectiveness as a 
physician. She can manage this weakness in any number of ways. One 
way is to partner with someone else; she could choose to hire an out-
standing empathic communicator as a personal assistant who is always 
in the room with her when she needs to talk to her patients. This part-
nership is not particularly cost-effective, but it is one way to proactively 
manage the weakness. 

The second option is to recognize that though consistently near-
perfect communication requires exceptional communication talents, 
skills can be learned, allowing the doctor to at least improve her 
communication. 

This doctor, whose greatest talents happen to be in the Strategic and 
Analytical themes, weighs the evidence and realizes that effectively com-
municating with her patients is crucial to helping them heal quickly. So 
she learns some basic communication skills and asks her head nurse, a 
somewhat more talented communicator, to follow up with all her pa-
tients to ensure that they have understood her instructions to them

This doctor has used her Strategic and Analytical talents to see that 
there is a problem, and to recognize that she must keep clear communi-
cation at the forefront of her mind because it will help her be more ef-
fective. Will she ever be a world-class communicator — communicating 
at the level of strength? Probably not. But she can learn to strategically 
manage her relationships with patients and become a more effective doc-
tor by gaining some fundamental communication skills.

This whole process of learning about yourself, of becoming more 
self-aware, is a key task during the college years. It’s one that takes a 
while to master. Benjamin Franklin once said, “There are three things 
extremely hard: steel, a diamond, and to know one’s self.” In our research 
with college students, we’ve found that those who like learning about 
themselves are those who gain the most from a strengths approach to 
their education and their relationships. When you start seeing yourself as 
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possessing natural and exceptional talents, you realize you are already on 
the way toward achieving your goals.

Seeing Your Future Differently 

Once you see yourself differently — as a person with valuable tal-
ents — you also begin to see your future differently. Hazel Markus, a 
psychologist at Stanford University, refers to the concept of “possible 
selves,” which are ideas you have about what you might become in the 
future. Her research shows that having this vision of what one can be-
come motivates students to set and achieve goals.

Students who view themselves from a strengths perspective see 
many possible selves that they could become. Markus and her colleagues 
have demonstrated that programs that help students see these possible 
selves lead to higher grades and a greater likelihood of graduating from 
college.

This vision for the future generates hope. Rick Snyder and Shane 
Lopez,	two	psychologists	at	the	University	of	Kansas,	have	studied	hope	
in college students. They’ve found that the level of hope a student pos-
sesses predicts how well that student will do in college and how likely he 
or she is to graduate. 

But hope doesn’t just affect your grades and graduation chances; 
having a high level of hope also is related to better health, a stronger 
sense of purpose in life, higher self-esteem, and less depression. Snyder 
and Lopez also discovered that an awareness of your talents and strengths 
creates pathways that lead to hope. You’re far more likely to feel hopeful 
about the future if you see yourself as possessing the talents to get there.

Seeing Others Differently

Not only do you start seeing yourself and your future differently 
as a result of strengths-colored glasses; you also see those around you 
differently. As you begin to think seriously about the unique constella-
tion of talents that you have, you recognize that other people each have 
their own unique combination of talents as well. You begin to see them 
through a different lens. The things that used to annoy or irritate you are 
now seen as the very things that make the other person productive or 
successful. 

This reframing may start with your roommate, if you live on cam-
pus, or with the people you share space with off campus. Learning to live 
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with someone new, particularly someone who is a total stranger, can be 
challenging. The list of potential roommate gripes is long: One of you 
prefers to get up early to study, while the other is a night owl who likes 
to study very late at night. One is a neat freak; the other is the world’s 
biggest slob. You may have differing needs for privacy, may prefer quiet 
or noise, and have different tastes in friends and music. 

But when you start seeing your roommate through strengths-colored 
glasses, you learn that her greatest talents lie in the area of Discipline, for 
instance — which you previously saw only as her annoyingly compulsive 
neatness, her regular routine and schedule for everything, and the way 
she gets upset when you bring your friends into the room for a party 
during her scheduled study time. Now you realize that those talents are 
not only what enable her to make the grade as a pre-med major, but also 
could be of help to you as you are trying to juggle all the demands of 
your own schedule. You realize that by communicating clearly with her 
in advance about your plans, there really are very few remaining areas of 
conflict.

Not only do you view your roommate differently when you start 
seeing through strengths-colored glasses; you also start seeing your fam-
ily differently. Mark Twain famously said, “When I was a boy of four-
teen, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man 
around. But when I got to be twenty-one, I was astonished at how much 
he had learned in seven years.” Seeing your parents differently will hap-
pen naturally in the college years. But seeing all members of your family 
differently will happen more quickly when you view them in light of 
their talents and strengths. By sharing with them your areas of greatest 
talent, they may begin relating to you differently as well.

We have worked with parents as part of the strengths approach to 
the first-year experience in colleges. Sometimes today’s parents are la-
beled “helicopter parents” — they hover protectively around their son 
or daughter even when the child has left for college, often rushing to 
the rescue in inappropriate ways. We heard of one first-year student in 
Michigan who couldn’t find the building where his first class was sched-
uled. He called his mother in Georgia on his cell phone and she down-
loaded a campus map off of the Internet, giving him directions until he 
found the classroom. 

For helicopter parents, viewing their children as independent adults 
is a difficult task. But once they start seeing their son or daughter 
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through the lens of strengths, they realize their child has talents that 
will enable him or her to survive in the world. One parent said to 
us, “My son has some abilities I never knew he had. He has powerful 
Developer talents: I used to see that as taking too long to finish things 
and taking too much time with people who were struggling. Now I see 
how many people he has helped and how much other students here 
enjoy having him around. He views life and the world differently than 
me; understanding this will help me support him as he launches out 
on his own.”

Seeing the significant people in your life differently also extends to 
those you are interested in dating — or to whom you are already mar-
ried. When you care about someone, you want to see them become all 
that they are capable of being. When you see someone as exceptionally 
talented in the Empathy or Relator theme, for instance, it’s harder to ob-
jectify them — they are still physically attractive to you, but you begin 
to relate to them as a unique human being that you want to know and 
understand more fully. 

Marriage researcher John Gottman has made headlines with his abil-
ity to accurately predict couples who are likely to divorce just by watch-
ing how they interact with one another for as little as 15 minutes. When 
he first started his research, he studied failed marriages to learn some-
thing about successful ones, assuming that happy marriages were simply 
the opposite of unhappy marriages. 

Gottman knew that in unhappy marriages both partners tended to 
have distorted and negative views of each other; they were often highly 
critical of one another. So he assumed that in happy marriages each per-
son saw the other “realistically” and accurately. But he was wrong! In 
studying the really happy marriages, he noticed an intriguing dynamic: 
The husband saw his wife as possessing more talents and strengths than 
she saw herself possessing — and vice versa. It was as if they were seeing 
each other through rose-colored glasses — or as we would say, through 
“strengths-colored” glasses.

This is why studying success makes so much more sense than study-
ing failure. Gottman and his colleagues would’ve missed this important 
point about happy marriages if they were focused on only the unhappy 
ones.
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Cleaning Your Glasses

When asked what makes life meaningful, most people mention sat-
isfying relationships before anything else. Ed Diener, a psychologist who 
has studied well-being across dozens of different countries, has found 
that only one factor consistently predicted feelings of well-being in every 
country he studied: social relationships. 

The quality of your life is directly related to the quality of your re-
lationships. So here are some tips for how to clean your glasses and see 
things from a different perspective that will enable you to have more 
satisfying relationships with others for a lifetime. To help you remember 
the connection between these five tips and “seeing,” we’ve started each 
tip with a “C.” (Excuse the aural pun — one of us has Ideation as a 
Signature Theme!)

1. Connect.

Start by recognizing how important it is to your physical and mental 
health that you have solid relationships with others. Relationships mat-
ter — not just for those who are in a new environment or are lonely, 
but also for those who have worked at the same job for decades or have 
been married a long time. You are more productive at work, get sick 
less, and change jobs less often when you have solid relationships with 
your boss and co-workers. Research shows that as a student you’ll miss 
fewer classes, learn more, and be more likely to graduate if you develop 
relationships with your professors, other students in your classes, and 
students in campus organizations.

With Professors. Richard Light, a professor at Harvard University, 
was part of a team that interviewed hundreds of successful students. 
The best advice these students offered to new students was to get to 
know their professors. One of the many beneficial results of devel-
oping a relationship with at least one professor each semester is the 
possibility of eight or more letters of reference and connections to 
jobs and grad schools when graduation rolls around. But more im-
portantly, seeing your professors as unique human beings — many 
of whom have some of their greatest talents in the Learner theme — 
can help you learn better. After you’ve spent time with your profes-
sors and have come to know them as unique humans beings whom 
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you respect, you’ll feel more comfortable asking questions in class or 
going to their offices to discuss something that sparked your inter-
est. You’ll become more engaged in your own learning because you 
have a relationship with the people who are there to facilitate your 
learning.

Some of the newest brain research shows that learning involves 
both emotional and intellectual connections. When you connect 
learning to who you are and who you are in relationship with, the 
learning process becomes personal, which makes it not only more 
enjoyable but more efficient and effective. So find out what makes 
your professors tick — ask them what they enjoy most about their 
work. See them as the unique persons they are — with particular 
constellations of talents and ways of seeing the world. Think about 
how knowing them as individuals helps you to relate to them and 
learn more from them.

With Other Students. Being able to connect to others and work 
well together is one of the most prized abilities that employers are 
looking for in new hires, according to research conducted by the 
National Association of College Employers. Those who have learned 
how their talents interact with the talents of others and what brings 
out their best are in a better position to connect. 

This interdependence is a hallmark of a mature person; there 
is the recognition that other people are necessary in order to pro-
duce	excellence.	Knowing	you	have	similar	areas	of	exceptional	tal-
ent gives you common ground for connecting. For instance, if both 
you and someone you meet in class are particularly talented in the 
Achiever theme, you understand each other’s need for goals and you 
appreciate each other’s commitment to hard work.

But if one of you is highly talented in Achiever and the other’s 
top theme is Arranger, you can also recognize the potential power of 
partnering with one another. You recognize that although you ap-
proach life differently when it comes to goal-setting and structure, 
you both have in common the fact that you respond well under 
stress. Working on a group project together, the achiever can keep 
the group on task and map out all the things that need to be done, 
while the arranger can deal with the unexpected things that happen 
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at the last minute, juggling all the pieces to pull the project together 
and turn it in on time.

2. Communicate.

While we’ve pointed out that teamwork is highly prized by employers, 
organizations most desire people with the ability to communicate. Sur-
veys of top executives in the world’s best companies have shown that 
these high flyers believe their communication abilities were the number-
one factor that led them to the top.

So what are the building blocks of good communication? 

Respect. The foundation of communication is respect for the person 
with whom you are communicating. Seeing each person as unique 
and of value enables you to communicate on an equal footing. 
Researchers believe one of the most basic building blocks of effective 
communication is this ability to see the other person as unique and 
of value.

This respect for the other person means that the first step in 
good communication is listening. Stephen Covey, author of The 
Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, says, “If I were to summarize 
in one sentence the single most important principle I have learned 
in the field of interpersonal relations, it would be this: Seek first to 
understand, then to be understood.” 

Listening. Seeking first to understand — before making sure that 
the other person understands you — means that you listen more 
than you talk. Referring back to the survey of top executives, re-
search shows that on a typical day the average executive spends 60% 
of his or her time listening to others. Active listening is the term 
that describes what good listening is all about. It doesn’t mean you 
sit there silently; you are actively involved in trying to understand 
where the other person is coming from. You listen for the meaning 
and the emotion behind the words. You are able to put into your 
own words what you’ve heard them say, rather than rehearsing what 
you are going to say next.

The Chinese character for “listen” reflects their cultural view that 
listening is a whole-body experience. The character is a combination 
of the characters for ears, eyes, heart, and undivided attention. The 
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next time you’re in a conversation with someone, let the other per-
son speak first, and with your whole body listen actively to what 
they have to say. Notice the nonverbal cues they give you — how her 
arms are crossed or his foot is tapping. Try to understand what the 
other person may be feeling — what the Native American culture 
sometimes refers to as “walking a moon in my neighbor’s mocca-
sins.” Realize that other cultures may value certain types of com-
munication differently; as a result, persons from some cultures may 
forcefully argue an issue with you, while those from other cultures 
may prefer to save face or avoid eye contact when conflict arises.

What You Say and How You Say It. Communication is not just 
about listening, though. It’s also about what you say and how you 
say it. Because our brains seem to be wired to pick up negative cues 
more easily than positive ones — and we tend to interpret nega-
tive communication as evidence of people’s “true character” — it 
isn’t enough to learn positive communication habits. We also have 
to learn to avoid the negative ones. In the most successful relation-
ships, the ratio of positive to negative statements that couples make 
to each other is 5:1, according to John Gottman. Marriage experts 
Clifford Notarius and Howard Markman say it more boldly: “One 
zinger will erase 20 acts of kindness.” 

Those zingers are part of a negative communication pattern that 
demonstrate a lack of respect for the other person — a belief that 
your needs are more important than theirs or that the other person 
is not your equal in some way. Gottman says that criticism, hostility, 
defensiveness, and stonewalling (refusing to talk things out) are deadly 
to relationships. In fact, he calls these behaviors “the four horsemen 
of the Apocalypse,” because they are such harbingers of doom. 

Positive Communication. So what do positive communication 
abilities look like, and how do they compare to the negative ones? 
It’s not just refraining from criticism or hostility — although that’s 
a good start that will keep you physically as well as emotionally 
healthy! 

Positive communication involves sharing yourself and your 
feelings with another person. This self-disclosure is part of what au-
thor Harriet Lerner calls “the dance of intimacy.” When you first 
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get to know someone, each person tends to share something about 
themselves that is fairly superficial — where they’re from, what their 
major is, or how many siblings they have. Then the dance begins; 
as each person shares something a little more meaningful about 
themselves, the other person reciprocates. One shares that they are 
a first-generation college student; the other shares that this is their 
first time they’ve been away from home for more than a week. Each 
person shares something a little more meaningful about themselves 
in proportion to what the other person shares. 

Going too deep too soon can scare the other person. Somehow, 
communicating that you are a recovering addict when the other per-
son has simply shared that he is a big fan of the Boston Red Sox can 
put an end to the conversation, and even to the budding relation-
ship. But if you continue to share only superficially when the other 
person has started to share something a little more meaningful, that 
can also put an end to the conversation. That’s why Lerner calls it a 
dance — the interaction is almost choreographed in steps that en-
able people to mirror one another and develop a deeper relationship 
while still feeling comfortable and secure.

Self-disclosure often happens most effectively when people talk 
to one another about their talents. For example, when someone 
with exceptional Intellection talents is able to explain how much 
he or she enjoys mulling things over, the person with powerful 
Communication talents realizes that what originally seemed like an 
awkward silence between them is really just the other person tak-
ing time to carefully think about an issue before talking about it. 
Suddenly the silence is seen as valuable and as an indication that 
there is thinking going on.

Validation. Positive communication also involves letting people 
know you have heard them and understand them — regardless of 
whether you agree with them. Validation is an important human re-
quirement; we all need to know that we matter to someone else and 
that our opinions count. Effective communicators find common 
ground. They look for areas of agreement and search for win-win 
solutions to problems. They let others know they respect their opin-
ions and care enough to stay in the conversation. Rather than trying 
to change the other person, they focus on understanding where the 
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other person is coming from and what kind of solution will enable 
them to continue working together. 

Knowing	the	Signature	Themes	of	the	other	person	can	be	help-
ful in this process. When you learn that your friend’s greatest talents 
lie in the Restorative theme, for instance, you can affirm his or her 
terrific problem-solving abilities. You also know that their commit-
ment to your relationship will be strong even if things are strained 
between you, because they love to “bring things back to life.” They’ll 
stay in the conversation with you, even though your friend’s empha-
sis may be on the problems in your relationship and what it will take 
to fix them.

3. Collaborate.

Earlier we mentioned how important it is to make connections with oth-
er people. This is especially true when you are in a learning environment. 
And with the rapid pace of change in our society, virtually every environ-
ment has become a learning environment.

Cooperative Learning. Cooperative learning is one of the best ways 
to capitalize on talents and optimize your learning. It starts with the 
recognition that learning is not a one-way street — it’s not about the 
professor transmitting knowledge to the student. Learning is more 
complex: Students learn from professors, but professors also learn 
from students, and students learn from each other. Particularly in a 
culture as diverse as ours, there is a richness of experience that each 
member of a class brings to the learning environment. When we 
are able to hear these different voices and learn of perspectives on 
the world that are different from our own, our brain power expands 
exponentially. 

In essence, all learning starts with dissonance — a realization 
that something is not what you thought it was. When your brain 
tries to figure out what’s different and how it might be related to 
what you already know, an amazing amount of learning occurs. 
When the recognition of those differences happens in the context 
of positive emotions, our capability expands even further. Barbara 
Fredrickson at the University of Michigan calls this the “broaden 
and build” theory. That is, positive emotions open people’s receptivi-
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ty to new ideas and result in greater levels of creativity and problem-
solving. Learning about one another and seeing each other’s talents 
and strengths typically creates positive emotions, which can then 
form the basis for a solid learning experience together.

Group Projects. When group projects operate from a strengths per-
spective, the first discussion is about the particular talents that each 
group member brings to the project. The process of doing the project 
is just as important as the final product. So the student with power-
ful talents in Focus or Analytical maps out the parts of the project, 
while the student particularly talented in Responsibility helps assign 
roles and deadlines. The student with exceptional Includer talents 
makes sure everyone is satisfied with the role they’re assigned, and 
the student highly talented in Consistency makes sure everyone is 
doing an equal amount of work. The student with Discipline talents 
at the forefront ensures that the professor’s instructions are being 
followed to the letter, and the student who leads with Ideation tal-
ents helps the group see the big picture and brainstorm all the ways 
the project could be done.

The result? As the research we’ve done clearly shows, groups per-
form more effectively and the final product is much better. When 
a classroom operates from a strengths perspective, the students are 
more engaged in their own learning and tend to get grades better 
than those earned by students in the same classes that are not taught 
with this insight. 

Other Ways to Collaborate. Even if your professor doesn’t orga-
nize the class in this manner, you can still use the strengths per-
spective to collaborate with others. If there are group projects, you 
can encourage your team to talk about their talents and what each 
person contributes to the project. You can create your own study 
groups outside of class, to capitalize on the diverse talents of oth-
ers in your classes. You can collaborate with others in your clubs 
or athletic teams by focusing on what each member contributes to 
the group’s overall success. Talking together about how your talents 
complement one another can lead to what is called “synergy” — the 
tremendous result that occurs when a group of people discover and 
maximize their talents as a team, rather than simply contribute their 
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talents as separate individuals. Something different and better hap-
pens when everyone’s talents work together in sync toward a goal. 

We’ve seen this happen with a women’s softball team, for in-
stance. When the coaches decided to set aside some time at the team 
retreat to identify and affirm the Signature Themes of each player, 
there was an amazing response. Not only did the coaches feel they 
knew their players better and could motivate them more effectively; 
the players also felt they knew their coaches better and trusted them 
more. The players felt they were more of a team once they under-
stood they ways in which they each most naturally thought, felt, 
and behaved. This team cohesion can be a major contributor to a 
winning season.

Collaborating with Your Partner. Collaboration also operates 
in personal relationships with the significant people in your life. 
Over and over people have told us that learning about their talents 
changed their marriage, their relationship with their child, or their 
friendships. This change occurred as they saw the potential advan-
tage of having complementary talents. 

For example, Tamara and Will had been married for a while and 
seemed to have the same basic conflict on a continuing basis: Tamara 
would get enthusiastic about all the things they could do together, 
ways of redecorating the house, places they could travel on their next 
vacation, ways of investing their money, new ideas for raising the kids 
— the list went on and on. Will would critique each one, pointing 
out why it wouldn’t work. This response deflated Tamara; she felt as 
if he was criticizing her and squelching her enthusiasm. Will, on the 
other hand, said all of her ideas just made him tired and most of them 
were beyond what they could afford to do. 

But once they learned about each other’s Signature Themes, 
Will recognized that Tamara’s seemingly far-fetched dreams of all 
the things they could do were evidence of Ideation talents. They 
were simply her naturally powerful way of thinking through things 
— a brainstorming approach that would eventually lead her to 
something that would be great. Tamara then recognized that what 
she saw as criticism from Will was actually his Strategic talents at 
work: finding the best path in the quickest amount of time. When 
they understood this about each other, they realized what a great 
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team they made — Tamara’s ideas combined with Will’s strategies 
meant that together they came up with the best ideas that could be 
implemented. They saw each other differently — and that changed 
their marriage for the better. 

4. Control.

It may sound strange to include the word “control” in our list of ways of 
cleaning your glasses so that your relationships thrive. But if you remem-
ber our earlier comments about the way our brains tend to notice the 
negative more than the positive, you’ll see why we’ve included a section 
on control in this chapter. 

Control the “Shadow Side.” We want to highlight two aspects of 
control. The first is the self-discipline to control the “shadow side” 
of the talents in your Signature Themes. To contribute at a refined 
level, all talents likely require complementary knowledge and skills, 
and your most powerful talents are not exempt. When you use your 
Signature Themes as an excuse for not treating others appropriate-
ly or for not doing a job that is expected of you, a rather obvious 
“shadow” is the result. 

Here’s an example: Someone whose greatest talents are in the 
Self-Assurance theme likely has a wonderful internal confidence that 
does not need to be fueled by the approval of others. As a result, 
this person is highly resilient, bouncing back from failures and dif-
ficult situations more easily than most. But what if this person with 
such wonderful internal confidence lacks sensitivity to other people’s 
opinions or feelings, or stubbornly resists being “told what to do”? 
The “shadow side” of Self-Assurance talents could be an insensitiv-
ity to others or a resistance to being given instructions. When par-
ticularly powerful Self-Assurance talents are not managed through 
partnership with talents from other themes — such as Empathy or 
Adaptability — the confidence is there, but the insensitivity or resis-
tance to others can harm or even eliminate its effectiveness.

Powerful talents from every theme have a shadow side that can 
be revealed when they operate in isolation. Command becomes boss-
iness; Significance turns into egotism; Maximizer manifests as relent-
less perfectionism; Belief becomes a judgmental attitude; Futuristic 
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becomes the inability to enjoy the present moment. But never forget 
that when talents from these themes are productively partnered with 
those from other themes, little shadow is seen, and the potential 
for strength is greatly heightened. So Command rises to the occa-
sion when courage is needed to right a wrong, and wisely does it 
without abusing others. Significance performs in a way that makes 
a real difference in the world, while Maximizer focuses on others’ 
talents and coaches them to strength. Belief is rock-solid about what 
is most meaningful in life and actively lives through those beliefs, 
and Futuristic paints pictures that inspire “today” people to build 
the future. 

Control the Conflict. The second aspect of control that we want to 
highlight is the ability to limit the damage that conflict can cause in 
our relationships by proactively resolving conflicts before they esca-
late. Conflict is inevitable in any relationship and simply means that 
there appear to be incompatible goals. But as any person with pow-
erful Harmony talents will tell you, what appear to be incompatible 
goals can often be turned into win-win solutions.

Sometimes simple recognition of one another’s uniquely power-
ful natures will make this happen. A person whose greatest talents 
are in Deliberative, for instance, may bump up against someone 
with dynamic Activator talents. The Activator is always ready to 
jump right in and may not understand the Deliberative person’s 
need to carefully think things through. The talented activator may 
become impatient with what he or she sees as unnecessary delay, and 
the deliberative person may become frustrated at feeling rushed or 
pressured to take perceived “shortcuts.” Conflict could easily result.

But when these people understand one another’s greatest tal-
ents, the activator is able to see that the deliberative process results 
in excellent decisions and very few regrets, and it is valuable in mak-
ing important decisions. And the more naturally deliberative person 
can learn to trust the activator’s valuable sense of what needs to hap-
pen right away. By focusing on what each brings to the table and by 
finding common ground — both want to make a good decision and 
create a good outcome — the conflict can be managed proactively 
and productively.
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Win-Win Strategies. This win-win strategy is one of several ways 
to manage conflict. Because conflict escalation creates some of the 
most damaging effects on people’s relationships and physical as well 
as mental health, finding ways of averting or resolving conflict is 
important. In essence, escalating a conflict means returning fire with 
fire: Someone criticizes you or blames you for something and you 
reciprocate with nasty zingers of your own. This is a “no win” situ-
ation. Conflict and hostility have a dampening effect on your im-
mune system, which means you’re not protected against those cold 
and flu viruses that run rampant on college campuses. The bottom 
line: Unless you find ways of managing conflict in your life, you’ll 
find yourself sick in bed much more often than you’d like.

When it looks like there is a potential conflict, keeping the focus 
on the problem rather than on the person is a first step to managing 
the confrontation effectively. Rather than blame the person, simply 
describe the situation and how you feel about it. The appropriate 
use of “I messages” can defuse a conflict. An “I message” emphasizes 
that you are taking responsibility for your own feelings about the 
situation. The basic recipe for an “I message” is this: “I feel (describe 
the feeling) when (describe the situation).” For example: “I feel hurt 
when you don’t include me in your plans.”

Many areas of potential conflict can be resolved by using “I 
messages.” They become even more powerful conflict management 
tools when they are combined with an understanding of where the 
other person is coming from. Add to the equation an understanding 
of how the other person’s unique combination of talents is shaping 
the way they see the world and how they communicate with you, 
and you have a recipe that can resolve most conflicts before they 
escalate. 

For example, suppose you and your significant other have agreed 
to get together for dinner. Your greatest talents lie in Connectedness 
and Individualization; your significant other’s most natural ways 
of thinking, feeling, and behaving come from the Consistency and 
Focus themes. Just as you are leaving work to get to the restaurant 
on time, one of your friends stops you in the parking lot to catch 
you up on the latest trauma in her life. With your Connectedness 
talents, you see the significance of each person who crosses your 
path. This interruption has happened for a reason — you are sure 
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of it. Your Individualization talents lead you to focus in on what 
she is feeling and to become absorbed in her story — and to lose 
track of the time. Meanwhile, your significant other is waiting at the 
restaurant, exactly on time and hungrily concentrating on the menu 
— and how late you are. When you finally show up, the potential 
for a conflict is high.

But suppose you refine your Connectedness and Individualization 
talents by recognizing the importance of being on time and keep-
ing your promises to your significant other. How would you have 
handled the situation differently, given that you still will see your 
friend’s crossing your path as providential and will have a natural 
inclination to become absorbed in her story?

The situation has two possible endings. In one ending, there 
is conflict: The person who was kept waiting explodes, “You never 
think about anyone but yourself. I’m starving while you make time 
for everyone but me.” The conflict escalates when you say, “There 
are more important things in life than your stomach. At least I have 
friends who need me.”

But the ending could be entirely different if the waiting 
Consistency/Focus-talented person uses an “I message” such as, 
“Wow — I was worried something had happened to you when 
you were so late. I wish you had called to let me know what was 
going on. Were you delayed by someone who needed to talk to 
you?” And rather than escalate the conflict, the Connectedness/
Individualization-talented person could say, “You’re right about a 
friend who needed me — I felt it was important to make time for 
her. But it wasn’t fair for you to be kept waiting — I should’ve called 
you and let you know what happened.”

Whenever you feel a need to confront someone, think about it 
as an act of caring. Confrontation should not be a hit-and-run sport. 
Any confrontation should be conducted in the interest of maintain-
ing and developing the relationship. Confrontation might hurt, but 
it should never be an attack on a person. Instead, the “attack” should 
be focused on the problem between you. This approach allows for 
win-win solutions and provides a positive future for the relation-
ship. And as Archbishop Desmond Tutu said about his beloved 
South Africa as it tried to recover from decades of racial apartheid, 
“Without forgiveness, there is no future.” You have to be willing to 
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forgive a person who has wronged you, and to move on to a better 
place in the relationship.

5. Commit to cultivate.

The final action to take to clean your strengths-colored glasses and help 
your relationships thrive over the long haul is to commit to cultivate the 
relationship. Relationships are living, growing organisms. They require 
active nurturing to thrive, and they can die from neglect. The word com-
mit implies intentional and lasting action. A commitment to cultivate a 
relationship means that you see the other person as worth an investment 
of your time and effort. That person matters to you. 

People who show this level of commitment make great friends and 
lifetime partners. They know that affirmation of another person is what 
builds healthy relationships. They understand how important it is to 
express appreciation for the other person. But they recognize that no 
single other person can meet all their needs, so they cultivate many rela-
tionships. They have numerous “vital friends,” as author Tom Rath calls 
them in his book of that name — different types of friends that meet 
different needs but are each necessary for feeling fully alive.

And even though 95% of people these days get married at least 
once, the research shows that a good friend can be just as good for your 
emotional and physical well-being as a good partner. The best predic-
tor of positive relationships is emotional intimacy, not physical intimacy. 
Emotional intimacy involves disclosure of your feelings and what mat-
ters to you, being responsive to another person’s needs, and feeling un-
derstood and cared for — all aspects of the best friendships as well as the 
best marriages and lifelong partnerships.

The “Real” You

And now it comes back to you. For any relationship to flourish, the 
people in it need to relate to one another authentically. When you clean 
your glasses so that you can see the talents and strengths in others, you 
also become a better version of yourself. In the words of the Velveteen 
Rabbit, you become “Real.” If you remember that story from your child-
hood, you’ll remember that the old Skin Horse tells the Velveteen Rabbit 
what it takes to become Real: 
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. . . when someone loves you for a long, long time, not just to play 
with, but really loves you, then you become Real. . . . It doesn’t hap-
pen all at once. . . .You become. It takes a long time. That’s why 
it doesn’t often happen to people who break easily, or have sharp 
edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you 
are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop 
out and you get loose in the joints and very shabby. But these things 
don’t matter at all, because once you are Real you can’t be ugly, ex-
cept to people who don’t understand.



Chapter V
i n s i g h t s  i n t o  s t r e n g t h s 

d e v e l o p m e n t
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So far you have identified your areas of greatest talent in your Signature 
Themes and you have affirmed those with the significant people in 

your life. We’ve explored together the difference that strengths develop-
ment can make in your relationships. Now it’s time for the next step: 
strengths development itself. 

A strength is the ability to consistently provide near-perfect perfor-
mance in a specific task. You’ve learned that to build a strength, you first 
identify your dominant talents, then complement them with knowledge 
and skill.

Your ability to achieve excellence and get the most out of your life is 
connected to the extent to which you develop strengths. It all starts with 
talent, but it finishes with strength. That is, your Clifton StrengthsFinder 
assessment has helped you discover the themes in which your greatest 
talents probably lie, based on how you responded to the statements. But 
you have talents in all the themes — talents that can combine with your 
dominant talents in your Signature Themes. Combining talents, refin-
ing them with skills and knowledge, and then applying them to achieve 
excellence is what it means to build a strength.

To this point, we have focused on helping you identify, affirm, and 
celebrate your greatest talents. Now, it’s time to focus on using them as 
the foundation of strengths development.

Principles and Strategies for Using Your Talents  
as the Foundation of Strength

Talents are like muscles. If you use them, they will help you achieve. 
Further, as you refine them, they will become even more capable of help-
ing you achieve. Essentially, what you are able to achieve depends on 
the preparation and hard work you invest in building on your greatest 
talents by using them as the foundation for strengths.

Here are seven principles that you can use to make the most of your 
talents as you seek to develop strengths. Specific suggestions follow each 
principle.

1. Know your talents.

Of course, before you can begin to develop strengths, you must have 
somehow identified your greatest talents. By taking StrengthsFinder and 
affirming the talents in your Signature Themes, you have taken steps to-
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ward doing exactly that. As you continue reading and reflecting, you 
will refine that self-knowledge and solidify a foundation for strengths 
development.

Here is a simple exercise that can help clarify your talents. Take a 
piece of paper and write down each of your five Signature Themes. Next, 
write down at least one of your most powerful talents within each of 
those themes. Finally, write down an example of a time when you used 
each of those talents. If you can complete this exercise, you are building 
your awareness — and solidifying a foundation for strength. 

2. You must value your talents and assume personal responsibility 
for using them in strengths development.

If you do this, you will invest the time, energy, and other necessary re-
sources. If you don’t value your talents, you won’t make the investments 
that their development requires. At first you may not see the value of 
your talents. To correct this misperception, please think of the two or 
three most important things you have ever done. Or ponder your proud-
est moment, the time when you were at your best, doing what you do 
best.

Next, identify a theme of talent that was at work in that situation. 
Then imagine having very little talent in that theme. What would have 
happened?

Now, from this perspective, do you value your talents enough to 
assume personal responsibility for making the most of them through 
strengths development?

3. Talents are most powerful when inspired by a personal mission.

The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche was quoted as saying, “He who has 
a ‘why’ to live for can bear almost any ‘how.’”

What is the big “why” of your life? What are you ultimately trying 
to get done? What mission, purpose, or ultimate objective do you want 
to accomplish during your life?

These are the questions of “mission.” A personal mission is the all-
important task that you want to complete during your life. Your mission 
reflects what you hope will happen as a result of your actions. It is what 
brings meaning to your life.

Once you have formulated and clarified your personal mission, 
think about how your talents can help you fulfill it. Connecting your 
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talents to your mission is critical because your mission motivates you 
to build on your talents by creating strengths, and your strengths will 
empower you to fulfill your mission. Also, new ideas about how you can 
develop strengths while fulfilling your mission might emerge. Make sure 
you write down these ideas and follow through on them.

4. Healthy, caring relationships facilitate the development of 
strengths.

Having at least one healthy, caring relationship while developing strengths 
is enormously helpful. Here are some characteristics of the empowering 
relationships in which talents seem to best flourish.

•	 There	is	mutual	respect	between	you	and	the	other	person.

•	 You	sense	that	he	or	she	cares	about	you	as	a	complete	person.

•	 You	can	be	open	and	honest	with	this	person.

•	 You	feel	encouraged	by	being	around	this	person.

•	 This	person	actively	seeks	to	understand	you.

•	 This	person	is	a	good	listener.
In a healthy relationship that encourages strengths development, 

certain events likely will occur.

•	 You	will	talk	about	your	talents	and	where	you	see	them	already	
working in your life.

•	 You	will	express	 the	 specific	 talents	you	want	 to	build	on	and	
how you plan to go about doing it.

•	 You	will	 report	 on	 your	 efforts	 and	 experiences	 as	 you	 try	 to	
develop strengths.

•	 You	will	receive	feedback	based	on	your	reported	efforts	and	ex-
periences as you try to develop strengths.

•	 You	will	work	together	to	form	expectations	about	your	talents,	
the tasks to which you want to apply your talents, and how you 
will develop strength in those tasks.

In essence, you will be trying to form a relationship with someone 
who inspires you to greatness.

Insights Into Strengths Development



StrengthsQuest

100

5. Reliving your successes helps you develop strengths.

Every time you have performed with excellence, you have employed some 
of your greatest talents. Consider those successes for a moment. Can you 
recognize specific talents that played roles in your successes? If you can, 
you are claiming ownership of those talents, and you are building confi-
dence in them — and in the process, you are building on those talents in 
strengths development.

To consider the roles your talents have played in your successes, try 
either talking or writing about them. As you try to capture in words 
the interplay between your talents and your successes, some powerful 
insights can occur.

6. Practice your talents.

As you use your talents over and over again, they will become refined. 
You will gain experience, and through that experience you will gain 
the knowledge and skills that will combine with your talents to create 
strength. Practice, practice, practice.

7. Teaching leads to learning.

To gain further understanding of talents, teach others about them. When 
you teach what you are learning, you are forced to learn it well enough to 
explain it to another person and answer his or her questions.

Now that you have gained a few insights into developing strengths, 
here’s a challenge for you: Identify one specific task that you would like to 
perform at a level of excellence. Next, identify a theme in which you have 
talents that you believe can contribute the most to excellence in this task.

Finally, set a goal of refining that talent by using it at least twice as 
often as you are using it now.

Consider starting with one of your most dominant talents, possibly 
from your top Signature Theme. Beginning with the theme that brings 
you the greatest fulfillment would be a good idea, too.

For the rest of this chapter, we would like you to consider anoth-
er set of strategies that offer insights and action ideas for developing 
strengths. Please locate and examine the strategies that are customized 
to your Signature Themes. As you examine them, try to select those that 
best fit the talents within your Signature Themes. 
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For each theme, we’ve identified several ways of refining those tal-
ents. Some of the strategies we list involve partnering with people who 
possess exceptional talents in other themes or managing the “shadow 
side” of the talent in order to create strengths.

Insights Into Strengths Development
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u s i n g  y o u r  t a l e n t s  a s  
t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  s t r e n g t h s

Insights Into Strengths Development
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Using Your Achiever Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Achiever talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You do not require much external motivation. Take advantage 
of your self-motivation by setting challenging goals. Set a higher 
goal every time you finish an assignment. Each goal met leads to 
the next goal set.

	Select challenging courses in which you have the leeway to work 
as hard as you want and in which you are encouraged to measure 
your own progress. You will feel challenged and alive in these 
environments.

	Own the fact that you might work longer hours than most peo-
ple and that you might not need as much sleep as many other 
people do. Find the hours of the day when you are most produc-
tive and use that time for your most challenging work.  Choose 
to study with other hard workers. Being in that kind of environ-
ment will energize you and bring out your best.

	You can become frustrated when others don’t work as hard as 
you do. Your expectations for yourself and others are so high 
that you might be perceived as demanding. Consider taking on a 
complementary partner who has powerful Learner or Individu-
alization talents that can help you gain insight into the unique 
motivations and capabilities of others.

	Even though you are full of energy, make sure you don’t take on 
too many things at once. Pacing yourself can lead to even greater 
productivity and help you avoid burning out.

Developing Achiever
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Using Your Activator Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Activator talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your commitment to doing something can be the “push” that 
many groups need in order to move from discussion to action. 
See it as your role in the group to ask for action items before the 
group dismisses.

	When insights or revelations occur, record them so you can act on 
them at the proper time. Writing them down enables you to act at 
the moment when speaking up may not always be appropriate.

	You are good at energizing others, once they understand the need 
for change. Partner with people who have exceptional Commu-
nication or Woo talents to tell a compelling story that will con-
vince others of the need to act.

	When you feel the itch to take action, pause for a moment to 
ask yourself why you want action. If you can articulate that to 
others, they are more likely to get behind you.

	While you like to start things, follow-through is sometimes more 
difficult. Consider partnering with someone who has powerful 
Focus or Strategic talents, as that person will help you devise a 
plan to reach your goals.

	Sometimes you might get impatient with others who don’t see 
the same need for action. Ask someone with powerful Developer 
talents to help you see the progress that is being made whenever 
you feel as though nothing is happening.

	Because it’s so easy to send an e-mail when you are emotionally 
charged up about the need for action, ask a good friend to edit 
your e-mail before you press the Send button. 
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Using Your Adaptability Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Adaptability talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your ability to take things in stride means that you can be a calm 
and reassuring influence to people who don’t handle change 
well. Use your exceptional ability to deal with stress by making 
yourself available to those who need your perspective. 

	You enjoy the journey as much as you enjoy the destination. 
Help others find enjoyment along the way by encouraging them 
to see what’s happening in the moment. You will enjoy the jour-
ney even more when there are others to share it with you.

	Sharpen your Adaptability talents by listening to your body. Just 
as you learn when to shift gears in a car as the RPMs get higher, 
you can learn to “shift gears” in your academic and work life by 
paying attention to when the pressure is mounting. By doing 
this, you can stay healthy and achieve even more.

	Your spontaneity can help others realize how many valuable ex-
periences might be missed if they don’t seize the moment.

	Because you live in the moment, you might find yourself easily 
distracted by new things that come along. You might be particu-
larly likely to drop everything when your friends want you to go 
out with them. Connect your Adaptability talents with some of 
the talents in your other Signature Themes to help you remem-
ber the importance of what you’re doing, so you’ll be more likely 
to stay on task when necessary. 

	Your natural ability to “go with the flow” enables you to make 
adjustments easily, but partnering with someone who has pow-
erful Discipline, Consistency, or Arranger talents may give you 
added perspective on how to organize your schedule or be more 
efficient when the pressure hits.

	To others, things seem to just “fall into place” for you. Help 
them recognize that it isn’t luck. You have a talent for adjusting 
to changing circumstances.
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Using Your Analytical Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Analytical talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to 
excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You are at your best when you have well-researched sources of 
information and data to support your logic. Take the time to iden-
tify credible sources you can rely on. Determine the most helpful 
books, Web sites, or other sources that can serve as references.

	Take academic courses that will capitalize on your Analytical tal-
ents. Experimental psychology, chemistry, comparative religion, 
political science, statistics — all these areas can add knowledge 
and skills to your repertoire.

	Sharpen your Analytical talents by spending time talking to pro-
fessors who research an area that interests you. Ask them to recom-
mend books with which you can further explore their research.

	You naturally tend to dissect ideas and examine them carefully. 
While this process is almost instantaneous for you, it can be help-
ful to others if you explain what you are doing along the way. This 
explanation will help them buy into your conclusions at the end.

	You naturally simplify and connect related concepts. Look for 
people who are particularly talented in the Communication, Re-
lator, or Positivity themes. They can help you clearly articulate 
what you see so naturally.

	Your natural skepticism and need to see the evidence can lead 
you into lively debates that are part of your process of becom-
ing convinced. However, other people don’t always enjoy debat-
ing issues as much as you do. Partner with people exceptionally 
talented in Relator, Empathy, or Communication, for instance, 
so that others understand you are critiquing ideas and not the 
people who have the ideas.

	Sometimes you may experience “analysis paralysis” — a con-
tinual need to gather more evidence and keep weighing the pros 
and cons before making a decision. Partner with Activator or 
Achiever talents to know when it’s time to stop analyzing.
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Using Your Arranger Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Arranger talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You are happiest when you are part of a good team. You can of-
fer your natural sense of organization and arrangement to keep a 
group project moving toward its goal.

	Complex, dynamic environments in which there are few rou-
tines are likely to bring out your best. Having daily opportuni-
ties to orchestrate solutions will keep you motivated and hone 
your Arranger talents even more

	Even the best systems routines can be improved. Refine your tal-
ent by challenging yourself to find ways to make these arrange-
ments more efficient.

	Study successful systems and arrangements to understand the 
configurations that work best. Make notes and apply the pat-
terns you see to your own systems.

	Discover the greatest talents of your friends, family, and cowork-
ers. Help them figure out how they can match their talents to the 
tasks at hand.

	Organize a big event, or coordinate a homecoming celebration 
or club project. The challenge of a large-scale effort can energize 
you by highly engaging your Arranger talents.

	Your ability to multitask and prioritize allows you to manage 
several projects at the same time. Sometimes others may think 
you aren’t listening to them if you continue to multitask while 
they are talking to you, so partner with Empathy or Individual-
ization talents to recognize the nonverbal cues from others that 
tell you it’s important to listen exclusively to them.
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Using Your Belief Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Belief talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to excel-
lence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help you 
use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your energy comes from your sense of mission and purpose. Re-
member to connect the choices you make to the “why” so you 
will be fully committed.

	Think about the values you cherish most. Continue to clarify 
them so you can communicate them better to others

	To give voice to your values, partner with people who have ex-
ceptional talents in Communication or Woo. This approach will 
help others know who you are and how to relate to you.

	Actively seek roles that fit your values. In particular, think about 
joining organizations that define their purposes by the contribu-
tion they make to society.

	Listen closely to hear others’ values and beliefs. Tune in to those 
as ways of connecting with other people.

	Consider defining your beliefs in more positive terms, focusing 
on what you are “for” rather than what you are “against.” This 
might help you be perceived in a more positive way.

	Express your values outside of academics. Look to community 
service or volunteer work for opportunities that are a good fit 
with your value system.
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Using Your Command Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Command talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to 
excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You naturally take charge. Learn to anticipate the situations in 
which others will look to you for leadership. Your comfort in 
“calling the shots” during a crisis can make a world of difference 
when time is of the essence. 

	You don’t shy away from confrontation. Taking time to listen to all 
sides can turn your ability to confront into real persuasiveness.

	In your relationships, seize opportunities to speak plainly and 
directly about sensitive subjects. You tend to put into words the 
issues that others are struggling with. When combined with em-
pathy or listening skills, this can lead to a deepening of your 
relationships. 

	Find a cause you believe in, and support it. You might be at your 
best when defending a cause in the face of resistance.

	Partner with people who have exceptional talents in themes such 
as Ideation and Strategic. They can help you see the big picture, 
and thus be even more persuasive. 

	You can be a powerful advocate on behalf of others who are hesi-
tant to express their concerns or who are powerless in their envi-
ronments. Speak up for those who can’t. 

	You have no problem expressing your opinions freely. To avoid 
being seen as bossy, take the time to explain your position and 
its benefits. 
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Using Your Communication Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Communication talents hold potential for strength, which is the 
key to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that 
can help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Capturing people’s attention is one of the things you do best. 
Collect your stories so you’ll have them handy, and practice so 
you’ll get better each time you tell them. 

	When you are presenting, listen closely to your audience. Watch 
their reactions to each part of your presentation. You will see 
that some parts prove especially engaging. After the presentation, 
take time to identify the parts that best caught the audience’s at-
tention. Draft your next presentation around these highlights.

	Collect your favorite stories, quotes, and poems to incorporate 
into your class presentations or papers.

	Gravitate toward learning environments that are characterized 
by dialogue and conversation. You will learn most and best when 
you get to talk as well as listen.

	Use your Communication talents to help others put their ideas 
or feelings into words. 

	Keep	a	journal	so	you	can	clarify	your	thoughts	and	feelings	by	
putting them in writing.

	Silence can sometimes seem uncomfortable to you. Partner with 
a person who has exceptional Empathy talents. He or she can 
help you gain a better sense of when others prefer quiet.

	Partnering with people who have powerful Positivity or Harmony 
talents can help develop your sensitivity to others’ views.
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Using Your Competition Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Competition talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Winning motivates you. Strive to learn what it takes to win 
consistently. Adding that knowledge to your natural talents and 
your “game plan” will help you achieve even more. 

	You like to keep score, so find ways of measuring your progress 
in every class. Ask your professors for feedback, so you know 
how you’re doing. 

	Seek competitive friends, especially those who will challenge you 
in some areas, so you can hone your talents even more.

	Comparing yourself to others motivates you to reach your full 
potential. If you are without peers, hone that talent by compet-
ing against yourself. Top your last performance. Make your next 
paper better than the last, your grades higher than before.

	Your opponents don’t have to be other people. “Beating” poverty 
or injustice can be just as rewarding to you. 

	Finding “win-win” solutions can lead to positive relationships 
with others while maintaining your own motivation.

	Choose your contests wisely. Learn to read a situation so you’ll 
know when your likelihood of success is greatest.
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Using Your Connectedness Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Connectedness talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Because you can see connections that others may not see, your 
role in a group may be to help other people see connections and 
purpose in everyday occurrences. 

	Your ability to see the web of relationships can lead to powerful 
learning experiences. Seek out classes where your open-minded-
ness and intuitive perceptions will be an asset.

	Schedule time for meditation and contemplation. Reflect on 
how your religious beliefs affirm your sense of connection to 
others, how your sense of connection gives you stability through 
your faith in people, and the role of “coincidences” in your life.

	Keep	a	journal	so	you	can	look	back	and	see	the	experiences	that	
support your sense of connection.

	Not everyone sees the connections you do or sees the role of faith 
that you may see. Rather than being disappointed by this, part-
ner with someone with powerful Communication talents who 
can “tell the story” that you see so naturally. 

	When others are in conflict or don’t understand people who are 
different, your ability to see what people have in common can 
unite a group.

	Help those around you cope with unpredictable and unexplain-
able events. In particular, you can help people find meaning in 
even sickness and death. Your perspective will bring comfort.
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Using Your Consistency Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Consistency talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your role in a group can be to level the playing field. For in-
stance, you can be a leader in your community by providing 
disadvantaged people with the platform they need to show their 
true potential.

	Take the time to think through the “rules” that are closest to 
your heart. These rules might be based on certain values or “non-
negotiables” in your life. The greater your own clarity about 
these rules, the more comfortable you will be with individuality 
within these boundaries.

	Cultivate a reputation for recognizing those who really deserve 
credit. Ensure that respect is always given to those who truly 
performed the work. You can be the conscience of your group.

	You probably become frustrated when you see inequity. Partner 
with people whose Adaptability or Positivity talents can help you 
keep things in perspective when this happens.

	You are good at setting clear expectations, but not everyone has 
the same passion about some of your rules. They may see you as 
picky. Explaining why these expectations are important to you 
can help others relate to you better.

	If you live on campus, you may have an opportunity to help 
write fair policies in your residence hall. You instinctively know 
what is fair and equitable for all; when you practice putting into 
words what equitable treatment is, your Consistency talents will 
be honed even more.

	Your sense of consistency can make you an excellent role model. 
In community service settings or volunteer work, focus on teach-
ing these valuable principles to those around you in order to 
build trust.
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Using Your Context Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Context talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	If you are part of a team or club, help it strengthen its culture by 
understanding its roots. For example, collect symbols and stories 
that represent the best of the past and its heroes. 

	Read historical novels, nonfiction books, or biographies. You 
will discover many insights that will help you understand the 
present. You will think more clearly when you see these histori-
cal examples.  

	Before starting your papers or projects, ask your professors for 
examples of excellent papers so you can see how others have suc-
cessfully approached the assignment. 

	When you are contributing to a group project, start by learning 
about the past experiences of each member.

	Because you value the lessons of the past so much, you may have 
a tendency to feel it’s important to do things the way they have 
been done in the past. Partner with people who have powerful 
Strategic talents to see the best way to approach challenges or 
new opportunities. 

	Think about your past successes. What can you learn from them 
that can help you in the tasks you presently face?

	Partner with people who have exceptional Futuristic talents. 
They can help you build an even greater bridge from the past to 
the future. 
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Using Your Deliberative Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Deliberative talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You are naturally adept at preventing problems by seeing the 
risks ahead of time. Communicate to others what you are seeing 
so they will trust your good judgment. 

	Because you are careful and thoughtful, taking time to think 
before you speak, others may not feel they get enough feedback 
from you. Let people know when they can expect input or a 
decision from you. 

	Partner with someone who has exceptional Self-Assurance tal-
ents. That person can give you the confidence to stick with the 
good decisions you’ve made. 

	Your thoughtful approach gives you the foresight you need to 
make wise decisions. Be sure to set aside some time each day for 
yourself. You have a need for your own space, so negotiate with 
your roommate or partner about having some time and space to 
yourself when you need it.

	Offer your Deliberative talents to people who would like help 
thinking through their decisions. You will soon be sought as a 
valuable sounding board.

	Your talents are most needed when the decision is important 
or has lasting consequences. Practice “letting go” of the less 
important decisions so you can apply your talents fully when it 
matters most.

	Don’t let anyone push you into revealing too much about your-
self too soon. Check people out carefully before sharing confi-
dential information. You naturally build friendships slowly, but 
your small circle of good friends can be a treasured resource.
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Using Your Developer Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Developer talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your role in any setting usually involves facilitating growth. 
Roles in teaching, coaching, or managing might prove especially 
satisfying for you, so seek out those opportunities now through 
service learning or campus organizations.

	Keep	a	scrapbook	or	digital	photo	album	of	the	people	you	have	
helped learn and grow. Look at it often, and remind yourself of 
the positive effect you have had on the world.

	Notice when your friends learn and grow, and enhance their 
growth by sharing your specific observations.

	You are a natural encourager. Take the time to call or e-mail 
people who need your encouragement most. 

	Create an action plan for success and list the intermediate steps 
you can take to reach your goal. Identify strengths you can build 
to ensure your success. 

	You probably will flourish when you help less fortunate people 
or disadvantaged kids see that their talents are opportunities for 
development.

	Recognize that while you notice the “baby steps” of progress, 
others may expect bigger steps. Be able to articulate these inter-
mediate steps to others.
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Using Your Discipline Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Discipline talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to 
excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your role in any setting is often to provide structure and keep 
things organized. 

	Research new organizational or time-management systems. They 
can make you even more efficient and confident.

	Create routines that make you follow through systematically. 
Share your reasons for those routines with other people. 

	Try to maintain a structured lifestyle. Find a place for every-
thing.	Keeping	 your	personal	 space	neat	 is	 something	 you	do	
naturally, but don’t neglect it when you get stressed. It will serve 
to stabilize you when the pressure hits.

	Time for planning is a key to your achievements. Honor this 
aspect of who you are rather than trying to “wing it” as some of 
your friends may encourage you to do.

	Develop a calendar, and make things fit into it. Identify when 
and where to study and work. Have a time each day to go over 
your schedule for the next day.

	Others may confuse your Discipline talents with rigidity. Be 
ready to explain to others how your structure and organization 
enable you to pack more effectiveness into your day. 
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Using Your Empathy Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Empathy talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You have a natural ability for getting in touch with the feel-
ings of others. Hone this talent by refining the words you use 
to name the feelings you experience and those you observe in 
others. Help others name their feelings, as well. People who can 
name their feelings seem to work better with other people.

	At times your Empathy talents can drain you, if you are not 
careful to develop rituals at the end of each day that allow you to 
“decompress.”

	Absorbing others’ emotions sometimes leads to experiencing 
those emotions yourself. Establish clear boundaries between 
yourself and those to whom you connect.

	If you pick up negative emotions more easily than the positive, 
you may need to intentionally become more aware of positive 
emotions. This proactivity can keep you more balanced and 
emotionally rewarded.

	You are an emotional person, and you need to express your own 
emotions to someone you trust.

	Sometimes it is important to be silent. You likely have the talent 
to let people understand you know how they are feeling, without 
even talking. Refine your nonverbal communication skills.

	Let others know you can feel their pain and that tears are okay. 
Communicating that you understand their feelings builds trust.
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Using Your Focus Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Focus talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to excel-
lence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help you 
use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Some of your greatest contribution as a team member might 
come as you help others set goals. When you work on group 
projects, take responsibility for summarizing what was decided, 
defining when these decisions will be acted upon, and setting a 
date when the group will reconvene.

	Take the time to write down your goals and post them where 
you can refer to them often. You will feel more grounded and in 
control of your life when you keep your eye on the target.

	Your powerful goal orientation could at times supersede your 
people orientation. Make sure the people you care about under-
stand that you appreciate an opportunity for intense focus, but 
also that you are always happy to hear them knock on your door.

	Partner with Ideation or Strategic talents before honing in on 
a goal, so you can gain confidence that your Focus talents are 
aimed in the most effective direction.

	When given assignments, clarify timelines and expectations in 
advance. You become discontent with what you see as “busy 
work.”

	You can spend long periods of time concentrating on one thing. 
This allows you to be highly productive, but can lead to even 
greater excellence if you set aside those periods of time inten-
tionally and let others know why you’re doing that.
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Using Your Futuristic Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Futuristic talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your natural anticipation of a preferred future enables you to 
overlook the pain and problems of today. Help others anticipate 
and imagine their futures as well. 

	Take time to think about the future. The more time you spend 
considering your ideas about the future, the more vivid your 
ideas will become. The more vivid your ideas, the more persua-
sive you will be.

	Work on the words you use to describe the future. Partner with 
Communication, Ideation, or Woo talents to use vivid visual 
images and storytelling to become even more persuasive about 
what the future holds. 

	Help others think about the future. You can be a guide or coach 
who inspires others to dream.

	Because you can see what’s coming, you can be better prepared 
for it. Partner with Discipline or Arranger talents to be organized 
in your preparation for the future.

	Your natural ability to anticipate the future may mean you are 
not “in the present” to the extent you could be. Spend time with 
your friends who have powerful Adaptability, Context, or Posi-
tivity talents to fully enjoy the moment.

	Check out futurist Web sites and read futurist books and maga-
zines. They will fuel and refine your vision for the future.
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Using Your Harmony Talents as the Foundation of Strengths 

Your Harmony talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your greatest offerings to any group are your willingness to com-
promise and your tolerance for differing views. You can help 
others in your group reach agreement more quickly because of 
your significant talents in seeing areas of common ground.   

	When working with others, stress the value of reaching consensus.  

	Build a network of people with differing perspectives. Rely on 
these people when you need expertise. Your openness to these 
differing perspectives will help you learn. 

	When two people are arguing, ask others in the group to share 
their thoughts. By increasing the number of voices in the con-
versation, you are more likely to find areas where all parties can 
agree. You can draw people together.   

	You know that win-win solutions are the best for everyone and 
move a group forward with greater confidence. Hone your Har-
mony talents by working with more diverse groups each time.

	Recognize that there may be times when conflict is inevitable 
and even necessary. In such situations, partner with those who 
have powerful Command or Activator talents to promote more 
positive group interactions during the conflict. 

	Sometimes your deep desire to “keep the peace” leads you to stay 
silent when you disagree with someone. Recognize that sharing 
your feelings can lead to a win-win solution for yourself as well 
as others.
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Using Your Ideation Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Ideation talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your role in a group may be to brainstorm new and creative pos-
sibilities. With your abundance of ideas, this approach can be 
more exciting and more productive for your group. 

	If you get bored quickly, think about how you can expand your 
world — your social network, your academic opportunities, and 
your community involvement.

	You have a natural capacity to consider issues from multiple per-
spectives. Because you see what others cannot, it’s important for 
you to make it clear when you brainstorm that you are laying out 
a diversity of perspectives to consider, rather than that you are 
committed to a certain one.

	You have a high rate of creative productivity in your life. Partner 
with Strategic or Futuristic talents to help you hone these ideas 
into even higher levels of creativity.  

	Keep	 an	 “idea	 journal.”	When	 an	 idea	 comes	 to	 you,	write	 it	
down and list the actions you can take to make it happen. This 
constructive step can energize you. 

	Because ideas come to you so easily, you might not recognize 
how valuable they could be to others. Work to communicate 
your ideas effectively to inspire others.

	Partner with Intellection, Maximizer, Analytical, Discipline, or 
Achiever talents to harness all your ideas and turn the best ones 
into reality. 
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Using Your Includer Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Includer talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Choose roles in which you are continuously working and in-
teracting with people. You will enjoy the challenge of making 
everyone feel involved.

	Look for opportunities to bring together people of diverse cul-
tures and backgrounds. You can be a leader in this area.

	Help those who are new to a group get to know other people. 
You will be adept at quickly making people feel accepted and in-
volved. Bring outsiders in by recognizing their talents and asking 
them to contribute to the group through those talents. 

	You are naturally aware of the pain others feel when they are left 
out. Hone this talent by adding the skills it takes to physically 
include “outsiders.” Sit next to the loner, or talk to the person 
others are ignoring. 

	Inclusion also can involve information. Think about who should 
know about upcoming activities or opportunities. Who should 
be involved in key decisions? Be the one who includes others in 
information sharing. 

	Draw out others’ opinions in a group setting. Speak up for the 
importance of including everyone’s feelings.

	There is a time to include; there also may be a time to not in-
clude. By increasing involvement, you increase diversity and in-
put — but you also increase complexity. There may be times 
when being somewhat selective with your Includer talents could 
create the same good result but with greater efficiency.
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Using Your Individualization Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Individualization talents hold potential for strength, which is the 
key to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that 
can help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You instinctively understand how very different people might be 
able to work together effectively. Use this talent to help create 
partnerships, teams, and groups that complement each other. 

	Become an expert in describing your own talents and style. For 
example, answer questions such as these: What is the best praise  
you ever received? How often do you like to check in with your 
professors? What is your best method for building relationships? 
How do you learn best?

	Your understanding of what is right in people could play a key 
role in helping others recognized and reach their potential. Help 
your family and friends plan their futures by helping them de-
fine their uniqueness.

	You know that one size does not fit all. Make your family and 
friends aware of each other’s unique needs. Soon people will look 
to you to explain the motivations and actions of others.

	Study successful people to discover the uniqueness that made 
them successful.

	You are at your best when you are surrounded by people who 
appreciate you and encourage you to become more of who you 
are. Actively seek one-to-one relationships. This will give you 
the greatest opportunity to use and develop your Individualiza-
tion talents.

	Because you easily see each person as unique and you are able 
to appreciate their individual value, your praise for others may 
be misperceived as indiscriminate and therefore insincere. Spe-
cifically noting what you find praiseworthy in an individual and 
highlighting that quality can help others gain a greater apprecia-
tion for them as well. 

Developing Individualization
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Using Your Input Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Input talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to excel-
lence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help you 
use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You may be a natural researcher. Hone this talent by acquiring 
knowledge of specific research methods. Consider taking a re-
search methods course in psychology or sociology. 

	Identify possible areas of specialization and actively seek more 
information about them. Seek out faculty in those areas and pick 
their brains outside of class.

	You are naturally curious but may need to intentionally schedule 
time to feed your mind. Take time to read books and articles that 
stimulate you, or to travel to new places. Your Input talents need 
regular “feeding.”  

	Partner with Focus or Discipline talents to channel your Input 
productively and to organize all you’ve discovered so that it is 
more readily available for you to use.

	Devise a system for storing and easily locating the information 
you gather. This system can be as simple as a file for all the articles 
you have clipped or as sophisticated as a computer database. 

	Identify situations in which you can share the information 
you have collected with other people. Being able to share your 
“stuff” with others will make for a better learning experience 
for everyone.  

	A sense of when to stop seeking information is just as valuable 
a talent as your thirst for information. Set a time limit on your 
Internet searches so you’ll be able to get your papers done. Mark 
the best sites so you can return to them when you have more 
time. 

Developing Input
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Using Your Intellection Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Intellection talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to 
excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You typically ask great questions. As a result, people may seek 
you out for your ability to serve as a valuable sounding board.

	Consider beginning or continuing your studies in philosophy, 
literature, or psychology. You will enjoy subjects that stimulate 
your thinking.

	Although you are a natural thinker, make a point to schedule 
time for thinking. Use this time to muse, reflect, and reenergize. 
You need quiet time to refuel.

	Keep	a	journal	and	take	time	to	write	regularly.	These	ideas	will	
serve as grist for your mental mill, and they might yield valuable 
insights. Writing might be the best way to crystallize and inte-
grate your thoughts.

	Find people who like to talk about the same issues you do. Make 
time to hang out and talk about these issues.

	Sometimes your energetic debate of a philosophical issue can be 
intimidating to those with lesser talents in this theme. Partner 
with Empathy or Positivity talents to recognize when others are 
beginning to feel uncomfortable.

	Practice putting your thoughts into plain language so others can 
better understand your thinking. Remember that others cannot 
read your mind. Give them a glimpse at what’s happening inside 
your head, and translate it into language they can relate to.

Developing Intellection
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Using Your Learner Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Learner talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You are energized by the challenge of keeping up with constantly 
changing fields. Take courses in a wide variety of subjects in or-
der to keep your interest levels high.

	Identify your own learning style. How do you learn best —  
through doing? By reading? When you listen to experts? When 
you are able to work with friends in a group? Find your best 
learning environments and organize your life so that you are 
in these environments more. Use your Learner talents to learn 
about yourself — and achieve more in the process.

	Find ways to track the progress of your learning. If there are 
distinct levels or stages of learning within a body of knowledge 
or skill, celebrate your progression from one level to the next. If 
no such levels exist, create them for yourself. (For example, set a 
goal of reading five books on the subject.)

	You love the challenge of a steep learning curve, so beware of 
learning plateaus. Seek opportunities to stretch yourself with 
more difficult or complex assignments and courses. 

	Spend time talking to your professors. Soaking up their knowledge 
and learning from them will be enjoyable and highly motivating. 

	Learning	is	meaningful	to	you.	Keep	the	mentality	that	you	are	
never done learning, not even when school is over. You are a 
lifelong	learner.	Keep	a	journal	of	“lessons	learned”	that	you	can	
go back to often.

	You love the process of learning so much that the outcome may 
not matter to you. As a result, you may have a number of un-
finished projects that you plan to come back to “someday.” Part-
ner with Strategic, Activator, Focus, or Achiever to make your 
Learner talents even more productive and purposeful. 

Developing Learner
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Using Your Maximizer Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Maximizer talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You have a nose for excellence. This talent means you are able 
to give helpful input and advice about who does what well. In 
group assignments, your role may be to help the group capitalize 
on each person’s talents most effectively.

	Seek opportunities to help other people succeed. Consider coach-
ing your intramural team or volunteer to be a Big Brother or Big 
Sister. Your focus on talents will prove particularly beneficial. For 
example, because most people find it difficult to describe what 
they do best, start by arming them with vivid descriptions.

	To maximize most effectively, focus on your greatest talents, as 
they are your best opportunities for strengths. Acquire and refine 
related	 skills.	Gain	 relevant	 knowledge.	Keep	working	 toward	
strength in your areas of greatest potential.

	Develop a plan to use your talents outside of academics. Con-
sider how they relate to your mission in life and how they might 
benefit your family or the community.

	Study success. Spend time with people whose talents you ad-
mire. The more you understand how talents lead to success, the 
more likely you will be to create success in your own life.

	Be careful that your discriminating sense about excellent perfor-
mance doesn’t extend to discrimination about people. Find the 
best within each person you encounter and let them know what 
you see.

	Not everyone likes to hear how they can improve. Make the 
most of your Maximizer talents by giving people encouraging 
feedback before suggesting ways they could be even better.

Developing Maximizer



130

Using Your Positivity Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Positivity talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your best contribution is often to highlight the positive. In your 
friendships or in class, you can help others see the “silver lining” 
in the cloud.

	You tend to be more enthusiastic and energetic than most peo-
ple. When others become discouraged or are reluctant to take 
risks, your attitude will provide the motivation to keep them 
moving. Over time, others will start to look to you for this lift.

	Help others see the things that are going well for them. You can 
keep their eyes on the positive, which will be encouraging to 
them as well as being rewarding for you.

	Because people will rely on you to help them rise above their 
daily frustrations, arm yourself with good stories, jokes, and say-
ings. Never underestimate the effect that your wonderful sense 
of humor can have on people.

	You know how to throw a party. Find opportunities to celebrate 
the significant people and events in your life. Partner with De-
veloper talents to celebrate even the small achievements. 

	You bring energy and fun to group projects. Let others know 
that your optimism is not naivete or a denial of reality. Help 
them understand it’s a natural, valid, and productive focus on 
what is right and good.

Developing Positivity
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Using Your Relator Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Relator talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to excel-
lence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help you 
use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You tend to be at your best when you are part of a stable group 
of friends you can trust. Join a regular study group in your chal-
lenging classes so you can stay motivated to achieve.

	If you are new on campus, get to know the people who live 
near you. Early relationships with them can benefit you in the 
long haul. 

	You don’t want to be close friends with everyone. You’re prob-
ably most comfortable around people who accept you for who 
you are. As you get to know people, listen for their talents and 
imagine how their ways of naturally thinking, feeling, and be-
having could complement your own. 

	Learn as much as you can about the people with whom you want 
to relate. Your interest will be a catalyst for trusting relationships.

	No matter how busy you are, take time for your friends. They are 
your fuel.

	You’re probably more comfortable in informal environments. 
Smaller classes, and even smaller colleges, are likely to be the 
kind of environments where your talents will flourish. 

	You need time to get to know people before trusting them, but 
trusting only your close group could mean you miss out on the 
valuable input of those not in your group.

Developing Relator
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Using Your Responsibility Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Responsibility talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You may work best when given the opportunity to follow 
through on your commitments as you see fit. When you work 
on class projects, tell the group members that you don’t need to 
check in during a project, just at the end.  You can be trusted to 
get it done.

	Working with others who also have powerful Responsibility tal-
ents is satisfying to you. Clarify your roles in advance and decide 
who will take ownership of what tasks, so that you don’t step on 
each other’s toes. 

	You have an instinctive sense of how to do things right. To best 
understand you and your talents, others might need you to ex-
plain your choices and how you know what’s right. 

	People with exceptional Responsibility talents like to know they 
have met others’ expectations. Tell your professors that their 
feedback about the quality of your work is important to you. 

	You naturally take ownership of everything you are involved in. 
Be sure to share some of that responsibility with others so they 
can grow and develop as well.

	Ask your professors for the objectives of an assignment, then 
figure out how to fully meet them — or even go above and 
beyond expectations. 

	Learn to manage your Responsibility talents by deciding what 
you will stop doing if you take on a new responsibility. With 
your high level of psychological ownership, you may take on 
more than you can handle unless you are able to keep the mental 
image of a balanced scale in your mind. 

Developing Responsibility
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Using Your Restorative Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Restorative talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to 
excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Solving problems is par for the course for you. Because you can 
identify root issues and directly address needs, you may work 
exceptionally well with challenging or demanding people. 

	You may be adept at finding the flaws, but you are also adept at 
finding solutions. Be sure to partner your solution talents with 
your problem-spotting talents for maximum effectiveness. 

	You can usually put your finger on what is wrong in relation-
ships. Your friends may come to you for advice or help with their 
problems. 

	Learn to complement your Restorative talents by partnering with 
people who have powerful Positivity talents. Their natural opti-
mism will keep your problem-solving from becoming pessimism. 

	In community service or volunteer work, your best role may be 
as a troubleshooter for the organization. 

	Sometimes the best way to fix a problem is to empower others 
to fix it themselves. Rather than rush in with a solution, partner 
with Developer talents to coach others in solving their problems 
themselves. You will refine your talents as you help others learn 
and grow. 

	You may be your own toughest critic. You label it “honesty.” 
Develop your talent for truth-telling about yourself to include 
the honest truth about your valuable talents.

Developing Restorative
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Using Your Self-Assurance Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Self-Assurance talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You may feel best in roles in which you are charged with per-
suading people to see your point of view. Your Self-Assurance, 
especially when combined with powerful Command or Activa-
tor talents, can be extremely persuasive. 

	You are comfortable expressing a difference of opinion when you 
are not personally convinced of the value of an idea or approach. 
Build on your Self-Assurance talents by becoming well informed 
on issues so you can speak for those who may be hesitant.

	Appeal to your internal compass to determine appropriate ac-
tions. Trust your instincts on both large and small issues. Hone 
those instincts by noticing the physical cues when your “gut feel-
ing” is right.

	You don’t have a great need for direction or support from oth-
ers. This could make you particularly effective in situations that 
require independence in thinking and action. 

	Recognize and actively contribute the value of your Self-Assurance 
talents in situations where confidence and initiative are crucial. 

	Your Self-Assurance may be misperceived as arrogance or self-
importance, so making the most of your talents in this theme 
may mean partnering with Connectedness or Empathy talents 
to tune in to cues from others on how you are being perceived.

	Partner with people whose Input or Intellection talents can 
complement yours as you gather information on class selection, 
choosing a major, or deciding on an approach to a project. Your 
inner compass will become even more fine-tuned.

Developing Self-Assurance
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Using Your Significance Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Significance talents hold potential for strength, which is the key 
to excellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can 
help you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You probably are most engaged and effective when you have 
some sense of control and choice. Seek independent projects 
that give you freedom to excel. 

	Your reputation is important to you, so decide what you want 
it to be, and tend to it in the smallest detail. Identify and earn a 
designation that will add to your credibility, write an article for 
the campus newspaper that will give you visibility, or volunteer to 
speak in front of a group that will appreciate your achievements.

	Identify your best moment of recognition or praise. What was it 
for? Who gave it to you? Who was the audience? What do you 
have to do to recreate that moment?

	Being seen as credible, professional, and successful is important to 
you. Consider joining student organizations tied to your major. 
These can be opportunities to develop your credentials and profes-
sional expertise as you head into a career or to graduate school. 

	You value appreciation and affirmation. Tell the significant peo-
ple in your life how important their feedback and support are 
to you. Their words can motivate you to even higher levels of 
achievement. 

	Be aware that you often want the significant people in your life 
to be proud of you. You enjoy the challenge of meeting others’ 
expectations. Share your dreams and goals with your family or 
closest friends. Their resulting expectations of you will keep you 
reaching for those dreams and goals.

	Above all, you want to make your mark on the world. You deeply 
care about making a difference. Decide which actions are likely 
to have the most impact in an area you care about. Take risks and 
step into the spotlight.

Developing Significance
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Using Your Strategic Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Strategic talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to ex-
cellence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help 
you use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	Your best contribution to a group may be to discover the path 
to success. Because you can do this so quickly, it may look as 
though you are “winging it,” but explaining yourself along the 
way will help others understand what you see. 

	Make full use of your Strategic talents by scheduling time to 
carefully think about a goal you want to achieve and the paths 
you might take to reach it. Remember that time to contemplate 
is essential to strategic thinking.

	You naturally see alternatives more readily than others. Offer 
your Strategic talents when others are “stuck.” Your insights can 
allow them to go over, under, or around, rather than through.

	Partner with people who have powerful Ideation or Strategic 
talents to talk about the alternative directions you see. De-
tailed conversations like this can help you become even better 
at anticipating.

	Sometimes others misinterpret your Strategic talents as criticism 
or naysaying. Realize that you can develop your Strategic talents 
by taking into consideration what is already working well and 
what others have already done. 

	You are capable of quickly seeing the need for Plan B where 
others cannot. You may need to slow down and explain your 
strategy to others so they can appreciate the wisdom of your 
solution. 

	You may have great talent in seeing possibilities that are invisible 
to others. To motivate others, communicate your vision and the 
steps that will make it reality. 

Developing Strategic
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Using Your Woo Talents as the Foundation of Strengths

Your Woo talents hold potential for strength, which is the key to excel-
lence. These statements provide interesting insights and tips that can help you 
use your talents as the foundation of strengths.

	You may be naturally adept in social settings. As you “work the 
room,” you come alive. Spend time every day interacting with a 
great number of people — it likely energizes you. 

	Consider being a peer leader for new-student orientation. You 
are especially good at helping new people feel comfortable. 

	Partner with Strategic, Learner, or Achiever talents to harness 
your “woo power” in academic tasks. A strategic use of Woo 
talents, for instance, can target your powerful energy toward the 
wisest use of your time and resources. 

	Learn the names of as many people as you can. In class, call your 
classmates by name to help them learn each other’s names and to 
build a sense of community. 

	Consider running for student government office. You are a natu-
ral campaigner. Understand, however, that you might enjoy the 
campaigning more than holding the office.

	Your ability to get people to like you is very valuable. Use that tal-
ent to make positive changes in your world. In social situations, 
take responsibility for helping put more reserved people at ease. 

	Practice specific ways to engage others. For example, research 
professors before you meet them so you can find some common 
ground.

Developing Woo
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Personal excellence should always be at the forefront of your mind 
when you’re planning an education. Accordingly, each and every step 

in the planning process should lead to higher and higher levels of per-
sonal achievement. 

The essence of planning every aspect of an education that will lead 
to personal excellence, right down to each course you select, lies in an-
swering one question:

Will it help you become all that you have the talent and opportunity  
to be?

To help you answer this question in planning your education, we 
will share the lessons we have learned about excellence from studying 
great learners, educators, and leaders.

Five Truths That Great Learners, Educators, and Leaders Know 
About Excellence

1. Our talents hold the key to excellence.  

Many people mistakenly think that their greatest potential for growth is 
in their weakness. But this is not true. We grow and develop most when 
we are working on and working with our most natural talents. 

2. Simply having talents isn’t enough to produce excellence. Tal-
ents must be built upon in strengths development, and the resulting 
strengths must be applied. This requires practice and hard work.

Some people think that merely possessing talents ensures easy achieve-
ment of excellence. But great learners, educators, and leaders know that 
this is pure myth. As in any area of life, achieving excellence in education 
requires meticulous, painstaking preparation and hard work.

3. Excellence requires that you have a clear idea about what excel-
lence is, what it looks like, and what is required to reach it.

For example, as a student, you should know what an excellent paper or 
essay reads like in order to write one. The image of excellence must be 
crystal clear.

One “straight A” college student developed a unique way of forming 
such a mental image of excellence that helped him write papers. First, he 
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reasoned that if an article or a book gets published, at least one person 
must think it’s excellent. But he further reasoned that different people 
might have varying ideas about excellence. So, this young man went to 
the library and found book reviews on each of the books he was assigned 
in his classes.

By reading book reviews on the books in his classes, he was able to 
form a mental image of what was, and what was not, excellent about a 
particular book. This also gave him ideas about how to critically analyze 
the materials presented in his classes. Armed with this information and 
the mental images that had emerged, this young man was prepared to 
write papers and essay examinations on the texts assigned in his courses.

4. Focusing on one area of talent at a time is the best route to 
excellence.

There is a danger in diffusing your attention and effort by focusing on too 
many things at once. Taking one area of talent at a time and developing it 
to the maximum moves you to excellence most efficiently. Once a person 
has reached excellence in one area, a framework for and an understand-
ing of excellence in other areas is likely to emerge. Your own questioning 
mind sets a direction and can fuel your pursuit of excellence. Your curi-
osities reveal where you want to grow, develop, and learn more. 

5. It is also important to realize that many talents — all work-
ing together and strategically applied — are necessary to produce 
excellence.

Achieving excellence isn’t easy. Most strengths are rooted in not just one 
talent, but two, three, or even more. This is one of the reasons why reach-
ing levels of excellence takes considerable time and practice.

Think about the meaning of your talents in combination. Begin by 
focusing on your two most powerful Signature Themes. How do your 
talents within these themes interact with one another? What does that 
interaction tend to produce? Now, consider your talents in your third 
Signature Theme. How do your talents in these three themes interact 
and influence one another?

Consider what you want to get out of college. In essence, what are 
your desired outcomes? Ponder the ways in which you want to develop 
as a person.



143

Think about the skills you’d like to develop. For example, do you 
want to hone your writing, mathematical, and/or problem-solving skills? 
Perhaps you are most interested in developing your thinking skills. 
Consider the knowledge you want to gain. In what areas do you want to 
be more knowledgeable than you are today? What information, insights, 
and understandings will you need for the future?

Now, think about the matter of awareness. Perhaps you would like 
to learn more about your own culture and the meanings of various tra-
ditions. Maybe you’d like to gain more knowledge of various modes of 
artistic expression or understand the nature of science.

Consider career outcomes. Do you hope that college will help you 
identify a career, or prepare for it? If so, what do you need to learn while 
in college to be effective in your career? 

On an entirely different level, you might look at the college experi-
ence as a time to clarify or affirm your values. Maybe you see college as 
a time to set a direction for your life and make a group of commitments 
regarding yourself and your future.

Whatever the case, the first focus of planning a college education 
should be on your desired outcomes. Clearly, those outcomes are directly 
related to the decisions you make not only before you begin college, but 
also while you’re in college. Each term, you will make a group of deci-
sions regarding what classes you will sign up for and who your professors 
will be. We urge you to make informed choices about classes and profes-
sors, as they will have a direct impact on your outcomes.

Last, but not least, consider graduation requirements, the structure 
of the degree, and requirements you may need to fulfill to enter a par-
ticular career or graduate-school program.  

Questions to Help Your Educational Planning

Academic advisors are marvelous college resources. Staff and advis-
ing faculty offer a great deal to your educational planning process.

To help you prepare for meeting with your advisor and to help you 
make wise involvement decisions, we have listed several questions for 
your thoughtful reflections.

Considering Strengths When Planning Your Education
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1. Self-Assessment of Talents

•	 Which	of	your	Signature	Themes	describe	you	best?

•	 Which	of	 your	Signature	Themes	hold	 the	 talents	 you	use	most	
frequently?

•	 In	which	of	your	Signature	Themes	are	your	talents	most	highly	
refined?

•	 Which	talents	do	you	want	to	maximize	the	most	in	college?

2. Motivations, Dreams, and Desires About College

•	 What	are	you	hoping	will	happen	while	you	are	in	college?

•	 What	do	you	want	to	be	able	to	do	as	a	result	of	going	to	college?

•	 Imagine	that	you	have	graduated	from	college	and	you	feel	great.	
What would make you feel so great about your experience?

•	 Which	of	your	talents	do	you	believe	will	be	most	instrumental	
in helping you fulfill your dreams and desires for college?

•	 Which	of	your	talents	will	you	be	planning	to	develop	through		
classes and extracurricular activities?

•	 What	 images	come	to	your	mind	when	you	think	about	 fully	
maximizing your talents through strengths development?

3. Self-Assessments of Intellectual Interest and Curiosities

•	 What	do	you	seem	to	learn	with	the	greatest	ease?

•	 What	have	your	teachers	complimented	you	about?

•	 What	do	you	have	a	burning	desire	to	know	and	understand?

4. Vocational, Career, and Graduate School Aspirations

•	 To	date,	what	experiences	have	been	your	most	fulfilling?

•	 Which	careers	seem	most	interesting	and	attractive	to	you?

•	 In	what	career	would	you	be	able	to	best	use	your	greatest	talents?

•	 Given	your	general	career	interests	and	vocation,	what	types	of	
graduate-school training will you need?
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•	 Which	courses	and	college	opportunities	can	help	you	best	pre-
pare for your vocation, career, and graduate school?

5. Time and Energy Demands

•	 What	are	your	family	responsibilities,	and	how	much	time	will	
they require each week?

•	 How	many	hours	per	week	must	you	work	to	meet	your	finan-
cial responsibilities?

•	 To	achieve	highly	in	each	of	your	classes,	how	much	time	will	be	
required each week?

•	 Which	of	your	most	natural	talents	can	you	count	on	to	make	
your efforts time- and energy-efficient?

6. Self-Assessment of Academic Abilities

•	 In	what	areas	do	you	have	the	greatest	academic	abilities?

•	 On	what	types	of	tests	do	you	score	highest?

•	 What	has	been	your	favorite	type	of	assignment?

•	 What	subjects	do	you	most	enjoy	studying	?

•	 How	have	your	greatest	talents	helped	you	succeed	in	the	past?

•	 What	academic	tasks	employ	your	most	powerful	talents?

•	 In	which	academic	tasks	would	you	like	to	discover	how	to	bet-
ter apply your greatest talents?

7. Degree Structure and Requirements

•	 What	courses	must	you	take	to	graduate?

•	 Where	 do	 you	 have	 flexibility	 in	 fulfilling	 your	 graduation	
requirements?

•	 What	are	the	graduate-school	entrance	requirements	for	the	pro-
grams you are considering?

•	 What	classes	will	best	prepare	you	to	enter	the	career	or	graduate	
schools you are considering?

Considering Strengths When Planning Your Education
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Final Considerations in Planning Your Education

Your answers to the previous questions will help you create a plan to 
achieve your desired educational outcomes — but there certainly is more 
to consider.

Equally important is the issue of timing. When should you take cer-
tain college classes? When should you become involved in the various 
college programs, services, activities, and resources that are available?

In answering each of these questions, and in making your plan for 
education a reality, you should make strengths development “priority 
one.” Doing so will help you gain confidence, build your motivation, 
heighten your sense of direction, and lead you to an enjoyable experi-
ence in taking on the many challenges and opportunities offered by the 
college experience.
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You have considered the importance of talents in planning your edu-
cation to achieve personal strengths. Now, it is time to plot out how 

to build on your talents to develop leadership and other strengths directly 
related to your college experience.

Four key factors capture the basic aspects you should consider when 
planning an education that will lead to personal excellence.

Four Key Factors That Will Determine Your Achievements in 
Academics, Career, and Beyond

1. Your beliefs about your talents to achieve

Never underestimate the power of what you believe — it will directly 
affect your achievements. What you believe about your talents can affect 
whether you will even attempt to achieve. Your beliefs directly influence 
your emotions, attitudes, behavior patterns, and motivation.

2. How well you know, understand, and value your talents

One of our primary goals is to increase your understanding of and appre-
ciation for your greatest talents. This forms the basis for increasing your 
confidence and for building achievement patterns.

3. The extent to which you apply your talents through strengths

You should provide the initiative for designing your education around 
your talents. This is likely to produce superior results, because you won’t 
be “getting” an education, you’ll be creating one. And it will be based on 
who you really are and the person you have the capacity to become.

4. Your motivations, desires, and goal-setting practices

Numerous studies identify motivation as the single most important fac-
tor in academic achievement and graduation from college. Specifically, 
they point to two important motivational dynamics: First, you must 
have multiple motives for achieving and persisting. Second, these mo-
tives must be important to you personally. Having only one reason for 
achieving (for example, to make more money or to please someone else) 
usually results in lesser achievement.
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Four Tips for Developing Academic Strengths in College

Your overall academic experience can be greatly enhanced by the 
perspective and direction you take in setting goals and making key deci-
sions. Consider these four suggestions.

1. Define college success in terms of maximizing your talents 
through strengths development.

If you are going to assume responsibility for your college experience, you 
must come to grips with defining success for yourself.

So, what is the best outcome of college that you can imagine? Most 
people would say getting a 4.0 GPA, graduating Magna Cum Laude, 
getting a well-paying job, or gaining admission to medical school, law 
school, or some other graduate or professional school. These are good, 
but your considerations should go well beyond your college years. 
Defining college success in terms of identifying and building upon your 
greatest talents emphasizes building yourself into a person of excellence.

2. Select classes on the basis of your talents and strengths.

Considering your talents is particularly important as you select classes 
for the early portion of your college education. In these first couple of 
years, it is especially important to build your confidence by following 
your talents. Far too many students who enroll in college never gradu-
ate, and many of those who drop out do so in the first year. Why? Quite 
frequently, the reason is that they have selected classes that don’t suit their 
talents. As a result, they don’t experience the success they expected, and 
then they become frustrated and disillusioned and eventually give up. 

Be sure to continue to apply the strengths approach during the rest 
of your college career. This means that every time you select your classes, 
ask yourself two questions: (1) Which of my talents will I be able to ap-
ply in this class? and (2) What strengths will this class help me create? If 
you don’t know the answer to either of these questions, get more infor-
mation about the classes you are considering. If you have to say “none” 
to both questions, you must ask yourself why you are enrolling in the 
class in the first place.

These comments may be controversial, so let’s be clear: We are not 
anti-liberal arts, nor are we trying to undermine the need for all students 
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to have certain basic skills. We are certainly not trying to limit students’ 
exploration of new fields.

What we oppose is educational practices that give students place-
ment tests to find out what students can’t do or don’t know — and then 
force them to focus first on where they struggle before they can learn 
about their most naturally powerful talents.

3. Consider your talents when selecting extracurricular activities.

To gain maximum benefits from college, think about college as a total ex-
perience in which you purposely become as deeply involved as possible. This 
means making college the focal point of your life. Becoming personally 
involved might include forming study groups, meeting with professors, 
and making use of campus programs and services. If possible, live on 
campus or near campus — and with other students — or at least form 
close relationships with people from college.

As you make decisions about extracurricular involvement, seek op-
portunities to build on your talents in strengths development. For ex-
ample, form relationships with professors and students who share your 
talents. Become involved in clubs and organizations that provide oppor-
tunities for you to use or develop strengths.

4. Choose your college jobs by considering the opportunities they 
provide to develop strengths by following your talents.

Most college students must work in order to make ends meet. That is a 
reality, but it is also true that employment during college presents an-
other opportunity to build on your talents. Therefore, carefully consider 
where you’ll be employed and what type of work you’ll do. The most 
ideal situation would be (1) to work on campus so you can increase your 
involvement, and (2) to work in a job where you can use and build on at 
least some of your most natural talents. That way, you will be doing more 
than just earning money.

Strategies for Applying Your Talents in Academics

To help you determine how you can best apply your greatest tal-
ents toward strengths in academics, we have collected feedback from 
thousands of top-achieving college students. Through interviews, focus 
groups, case studies, and surveys, we have gathered insights about how 
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these successful students perceived and applied their most powerful tal-
ents in several areas of academics.

Now, it’s time to take a look at strategies that can help you use tal-
ents in your Signature Themes for achievement in various aspects of 
your academic life. Once again, locate and examine the strategies that 
are customized to your Signature Themes. As you do this, you may want 
to consider the items that are already helping you achieve and those that 
may help you achieve at an even greater level of excellence.
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Applying Achiever Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Achiever talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Set at least one clearly defined and measurable goal for each of 
your courses at the beginning of the term. Document your prog-
ress toward every objective in an academic-achievement journal.

	Identify the most important fact, philosophy, concept, or law 
you learn in each class each week. Notice recurring patterns. Pin-
point discoveries.

	Set one or two “stretch” targets, such as earning a specific grade-
point average, winning honors status, or being named to the 
dean’s list.

	Ask to review papers, projects, research studies, or tests of several 
students who consistently earn higher grades in a class than you 
do. Try to equal or surpass one or two things they do.

	Seek opportunities to apply several of the ideas and concepts you 
have learned. Address groups and conduct demonstrations so 
others can benefit from what you know.

	Ask each of your professors to clarify their expectations for your 
performance. Emphasize that you intend to exceed the mini-
mum course requirements.

Study Techniques

	Review your goals-achievement log. Look for evidence that you 
are progressing toward your objectives. Outline the steps you 
took to acquire one particular skill or master one key concept.

	Pay close attention to your body clock. Decide when your mind 
is most alert. Use this insight to your advantage when scheduling 
time to study.

	Decide whether your productivity, efficiency, and ability to re-
tain essential information increases when you study with a tutor, 
a classmate, a group, or alone.

Achiever in Academics
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	Observe classmates to discover who shares your commitment to 
hard work. Form a study group composed of individuals who 
invest time, effort, and energy in scholarly pursuits.

	Reach consensus as a study group about attendance, starting and 
ending times of meetings, strategies to eliminate distractions, 
and the sharing of class notes.

	List everything you must do to prepare for a test, complete a 
project, conduct research, or finish an assignment. Prioritize ac-
tivities. Set a deadline for each one. Then methodically carry out 
your plan.

Relationships

	Intentionally nurture friendships with people who are as driven 
as you are.

	Talk to students taking advanced-level courses in your major 
field. Ask them to describe the choices they made in the past 
that contribute to their success today.

	Realize that your natural inclination to study for as long as it 
takes inspires other achievers. Learn the names of these individu-
als. Add them to your study buddy network.

	Seek opportunities to work with professors on research projects, 
laboratory experiments, and writing for publications.

Class Selection

	Choose challenging, effective classes taught by instructors who 
have reputations for helping students reach their educational 
goals.

	Sequence the order in which you take classes. Each term, enroll 
in one course that is more demanding than any you have ever 
taken. Repeat this process each semester. 

	Recruit diligent, serious, and earnest students to register for the 
same demanding classes you are taking. Realize that you will 
challenge one another to excel.

Achiever in Academics
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	Sign up for classes that cover unfamiliar topics. Understand that 
you are motivated by challenges.

Extracurricular Activities

	Join clubs that have members who share your strong work ethic.

	Advance toward your academic and career goals by enrolling in 
rigorous classes, volunteering on campus, performing commu-
nity service, working part time, and participating in intramural 
or extramural sports.

	Elect to join organizations where your accomplishments will be 
recognized. Choose groups with goals that align with your own. 
Insist on establishing deadlines for reaching each objective.

Applying Activator Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Activator talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Initiate classroom discussions. Suggest topics. Take sides in de-
bates. Help your fellow students learn faster and learn more.

	Find the answers to questions that you anticipate the instructor 
will ask on upcoming tests and quizzes.

	Instigate conversations with your peers outside the classroom. 
Center these on topics related to a recent lecture given by your 
instructor or a visiting professor.

	Take charge of small-group conversations, projects, presenta-
tions, and experiments. Distinguish yourself by transforming 
plans into tangible results.

	Waste no time finishing the first draft of a writing assignment. 
Immediately seek feedback from a teaching assistant or your 
professor. Incorporate some of their constructive suggestions in 
your second draft.
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Study Techniques

	Lead study groups. Participate in the life of the mind. Urge 
members to share their best ideas. Give timid individuals per-
mission to explore topics, raise questions, and work on projects.

	Jot down one or two key thoughts as you read an article, story, 
or the directions from a project. Use these insights to shape the 
group’s discussions.

	Draw quiet individuals into conversations, debates, planning, 
and discussions. Call on them by name. Probe when they re-
spond to questions with one- or two-word answers.

	Read ahead to prepare for class lectures. Compose two or three 
questions not offered in the textbook to ask your instructor. In-
tentionally change the classroom atmosphere from one of pas-
sive listening to active participation.

	Stay physically active to remain mentally engaged in your stud-
ies. Eat. Pace. Take breaks to stretch. Test your ideas with your 
study group. Press for their honest opinions.

Relationships

	Surround yourself with individuals who are restless to start work-
ing on projects and assignments. Associate with people who wel-
come and respond to your directives.

	Identify classmates who automatically know when the time for 
planning has expired and the time for action has arrived.

	Initiate conversations with professors outside the classroom. 
Make appointments with them to confirm expectations, clarify 
course requirements, and establish deadlines.

	Volunteer to chair group discussions, facilitate brainstorming 
sessions, or spearhead projects. Observe your classmates’ relief at 
not having to be in charge.

Activator in Academics
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Class Selection

	Choose a major field of study about which you are passionate. 
Realize your success hinges on your being fully engaged. Opt for 
courses that involve hands-on activities, lively verbal exchanges, 
and interesting experiments.

	Check the course syllabus for information about projects, field 
trips, extra reading, and independent study options. Avoid class-
es that restrict your pace and methods. Honor your need for 
speedy results and changes of pace.

	Attack your assignments immediately. Refuse to procrastinate. 
Turn in your work ahead of schedule. Enjoy the satisfaction of 
being done. Analyze how you avoid the pitfalls of “analysis pa-
ralysis” and excessive preparation.

	Persuade your professor to give you permission to invent your 
own assignments with the understanding that they must satisfy 
the course requirements and learning objectives.

Extracurricular Activities

	Join clubs and try out for athletic teams with jam-packed rosters 
of events. Avoid groups with a reputation for meeting a lot but 
accomplishing very little.

	Volunteer for activities such as constructing a Habitat for Hu-
manity® house, serving as a Big Brother or Big Sister, acting 
in community theatre productions, conducting nature walks, 
running to raise funds for worthwhile causes, or coaching a 
youth team.

	Be the change agent for a stalled project. Study the original action 
plan. Determine why momentum was lost. Convince group mem-
bers they can put the undertaking back on course. Recruit several 
energetic individuals to help implement the new initiative.

	Campaign for an office in campus government. Influence poten-
tial voters to cast their ballots for you.

Activator in Academics
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Applying Adaptability Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Adaptability talents 
to achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Live in the moment. Calm yourself before an exam with positive 
self-talk. Recall your personal history of dealing with surprises 
on tests.

	Leverage your ability not to feel overwhelmed by multifaceted 
assignments. Document three to five instances during the day 
when you successfully juggled competing tasks.

	Understand that you can balance academic demands with so-
cial commitments, extracurricular activities, and part-time jobs. 
Describe how you managed to make progress on all fronts last 
week.

	Challenge yourself by taking courses that involve experiments. 
Compare your flexibility to that of various classmates. Notice 
how you make adjustments to produce desired outcomes.

Study Techniques

	Analyze your study habits. Do you plan and then improvise as 
circumstances change? Or do you improvise minute by minute 
rather than plan?

	Choose study partners who are serious yet share your easy-going, 
relaxed work style. Avoid individuals who are tense and anxious. 
Make a list of potential study buddies.

	Look for irony, humor, and the unexpected in your studies. 
Stimulate your own and others’ thinking by discussing the rel-
evance of each discovery.

	Make notes about how your study habits vary depending on the 
situation. Ask yourself these questions: Do I need the pressure of 
a test or deadline to force me to study? When am I most likely to 
ignore intriguing distractions? Least likely?

Adaptability in Academics
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	Designate places to which you can retreat when you need to give 
your full attention to your studies. Choose venues where the 
potential for interruptions and extraneous noise is significantly 
reduced.

Relationships

	Surround yourself with individuals who, like you, pause to take 
in the world’s loveliness as it appears. Identify people who auto-
matically put aside what they are doing to watch a sunset, listen 
to rustling leaves, or enjoy the arts.

	Help classmates, coworkers, and friends overcome difficulties 
that stymie their progress. Capitalize on your ability to take 
things as they are rather than rail against life’s surprises.

	Encourage some people to turn to you when plans must be mod-
ified or altogether scrapped. List the people who realize you are 
approachable and responsive.

	Invite one or two highly organized and time-conscious people to 
become your study buddies. Discuss ahead of time how they can 
help you be more efficient. Explain how you can infuse fun into 
their studies.

Class Selection

	Follow	your	interests	when	choosing	classes.	Keep	your	options	
for a major open until you have explored several disciplines. 
Partner with an advisor who can help you accelerate your deci-
sion-making process to avoid additional tuition costs.

	Register for more classes than you intend to take. After the first 
week of class, drop elective courses you find uninteresting. 

	Transfer out of classes taught by instructors whose teaching style 
bores you. Transfer into the classes of professors who stimulate 
students’ thinking.

	Take advantage of the drop-add period. Note the date by which 
you must complete this process without risking a failing grade or 
loss of money.
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Extracurricular Activities

	Join organizations that sponsor events that demand flexibility in 
terms of planning as well as execution. Capitalize on your ability 
to monitor and adjust.

	Convince teammates of the importance of not fighting change. 
Outline the benefits of letting go of the original plan in order to 
try a new process.

	Recall two or three instances where you successfully redirected 
the emotional energy of people paralyzed by unexpected news or 
sudden changes in the group’s plans.

	Consider participating in extemporaneous speech tournaments 
or improvisational theater. Play to your ability to capitalize on 
each moment.

Applying Analytical Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Analytical talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Examine data, collect facts, and read material for discussions. 
Anticipate problems. Ask questions to discover others’ perspec-
tives on issues. Clarify your own position.

	Reduce situations, problems, opportunities, projects, assign-
ments, and debates to their key components. Stay two to three 
steps ahead of everyone else’s thinking by pinpointing cause-
and-effect relationships.

	Deduce the consequences of someone’s decisions, inaction, 
and pronouncements. Use logic to trace the effects of scientific 
breakthroughs, ethical lapses, and legal judgments.

	Prove to your classmates that there is an equal and opposite reac-
tion to every action.

	Read assignments before class. Find information to support or 
discount the position taken by the author of the textbook.
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	Reinforce your understanding of the subject matter by reorga-
nizing and expanding your classroom notes. Insert subtopics and 
subpoints.

Study Techniques

	Notice the subtle nuances of a subject. Question the authors’ 
conclusions. Flag topics for scrutiny. Refuse to accept blindly 
whatever appears on the printed page.

	Assess why you do quite well in one course but not as well in 
others. Evaluate your study habits, note taking, listening, capac-
ity for asking questions, and reading comprehension.

	Draw “mind maps” to illustrate the placement of each element 
of a theory or aspect of a concept as well as a story plot. Investi-
gate until you logically link facts or numerical data with results.

	Record questions as you read. Ask: “What is missing here?” 
“What questions should the author have answered?” “What bi-
ases are evident and not so evident?”

	Make sense of discussions. Write what you heard and said. Iden-
tify comments, conclusions, and arguments that lack supporting 
facts or data.

Relationships

	Break down situations. How is the same set of facts likely to 
be interpreted by someone older than you? Younger than you? 
From a different cultural, ethnic, religious, socio-economic, or 
racial background?

	Identify your biases before taking sides on an issue. Evaluate 
your own thinking before challenging others’ biases.

	Incorporate into your study group individuals who thoughtfully 
assess the value of information, details, research findings, evi-
dence, people’s comments, and events.

	Refrain from saying what is on your mind until you have figured 
out everything. Realize that this reduces the tension between 
yourself and others.
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Class Selection

	Select professors with reputations for presenting lessons in a 
logical,  sequential manner. Avoid instructors who present a 
confusing jumble of unrelated ideas, facts, theories, illustrations, 
or philosophies.

	Select courses that will use your talent for critical thinking. Be 
open to the sciences and mathematics as well as literature, his-
tory, and the arts.

	Consider the soundness, validity, and reliability of information 
presented in your textbooks and by your professors.

	Dismiss erroneous statements, flawed theories, and illogical con-
clusions, as well as prejudiced opinions. Risk being the solitary 
voice of reason.

Extracurricular Activities

	Gravitate to organizations known for their commitment to the 
use of logic and reason.

	Volunteer to serve on campus committees charged with propos-
ing recommendations to key decision-making bodies such as the 
student senate, the school board, and the state legislature.

	Join the debate team. Delve deeply into the chosen topic. Fully 
research both sides of the issue. Prepare logical arguments from 
both perspectives. Continue to build both cases to clearly define 
strong positions.

	Accompany an athletic coach to scouting and practice sessions 
for a week. Identify three to five ways you can combine your 
love for a particular sport with your analytical abilities. Con-
sider plays the team could run, or the types of physical talents 
required for the various positions.

Analytical in Academics
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Applying Arranger Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Arranger talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Note all assignments, tests, and appointments on a calendar. Use 
your planner to coordinate your personal and academic activities. 

	Read all directions prior to taking tests. Allot appropriate time to 
each section of the examination.

	Be prepared to stop working on a current project and begin a 
new one in case the situation changes.

	Keep	all	notes	related	to	a	topic	on	one	page.	Make	them	easily	
accessible for studying, test taking, and research papers.

Study Techniques

	Prioritize your studies. Identify the most important tasks based 
on deadlines, percentage of final grade, and difficulty. Balance 
your workload.

	Underline, highlight, and take notes in margins of books. Sum-
marize main ideas.

	Pick locations where you can study. Figure out why certain envi-
ronments are better for particular subjects.

	Schedule study breaks to clear your mind. Check on other proj-
ects, or make phone calls.

	Break each study session into distinct modules. Plan time to 
read, write, work on projects, eat, sleep, exercise, and socialize.

Relationships

	Recognize that you can change your personal agenda to meet 
others’ demands. Ponder how you adjust your living and work-
ing environment to help others reach their goals.

Arranger in Academics
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	Assemble people to work on major class projects and prepare for 
exams. Name the ways you help your study buddies distribute 
and redistribute learning tasks.

	Create opportunities for group members to teach each other.

	Plan activities to mark the end of projects and success on exams.

Class Selection

	Help your instructor plan class projects. Volunteer to assemble 
needed supplies. Distribute materials to students and collect 
them at the end of class.

	Figure out ways for your classmates to manage their workloads 
so that they complete projects on or before the due date.

	Suggest independent study options to your advisors and profes-
sors. Design your own curriculum.

	Examine the course catalogs from other schools in the vicinity. 
Substitute some of these courses for ones on your degree or cer-
tification plan.

Extracurricular Activities

	Orchestrate your study time so that extracurricular activities can 
fit into your schedule.

	Get involved and stay busy. Mix non-academic projects, ap-
pointments, meetings, and tasks into your day or week.

	Coordinate routine activities, special events, trips, parties, and 
projects for your teammates.

	Mix and match the talents, knowledge, skills, and experience 
of your classmates to launch a project, move toward a goal, or 
produce desired outcomes.
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Applying Belief Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Belief talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Write an academic mission statement for yourself. Integrate your 
core values, such as a leaving the world better than you found it, 
curing AIDS, ending violence, or affirming the dignity of each 
human being.

	Discover ways to weave your core values into routine classroom 
assignments. Write and speak about topics directly related to 
your beliefs.

	Read about individuals who stood up for their convictions in 
the face of resistance. Determine who inspired these people to 
dedicate their lives to great and noble causes.

	Debate an issue like: “Money is the true source of happiness.” 
Argue for and against this proposition. Ask yourself, “How was 
my position strengthened when I could incorporate my beliefs 
into the argument? How was my position weakened when I had 
to defend the opposing point of view?”

Study Techniques

	List your top three to five beliefs on a piece of paper you can 
use as a bookmark. Filter whatever you are reading and hearing 
through the lenses of these core values.

	Assess whether you are allocating enough time to classes, proj-
ects, and assignments that add meaning to your life.

	Suggest alternative topics for reading and research to your pro-
fessors. Match your preferred assignments to one or more of 
your core values.

	Form a study group of individuals with whom you share one or 
more important belief. Ask each member to describe how these 
core values contribute to his or her success as a student.
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Relationships

	Tell your classmates and professors about the ideas, causes, and 
projects you are most passionate about.

	Encourage others to tell you when your intensity inspires them 
and when it overwhelms them. Maintain an ongoing dialogue to 
ensure that they understand you.

	State what you believe is right and wrong. Help others grasp 
what you value and why you value it.

	Notice instances when you willingly inconvenienced yourself to 
come to the aid of a specific person or group. Ask, “Which of my 
core values drove this behavior?”

Class Selection

	Enroll in ethics classes. Learn to evaluate the rightness of deci-
sions in fields such as science, medicine, business, government, 
religion, and environmental protection.

	Risk advocating your beliefs in class discussions as well as con-
versations with classmates and instructors.

	Choose courses taught by professors known for their strong be-
liefs, even when their values clash with yours. Realize that con-
sidering the values of others can help you refine your own. 

	Select classes that challenge you to clarify, reinforce, defend, and 
live out the guiding principles of your life.

Extracurricular Activities

	Figure out ways to spend quality time with your family. Make a 
point of going home or calling to show you are thinking of them 
on birthdays and special holidays.

	Consider running for a campus office. Build your campaign 
platform on values-oriented issues that matter greatly to you. 
Inform potential voters about what you stand for and why.

	Practice speaking a foreign language by helping a refugee family 
adapt to their new country and its customs.
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	Serve meals at a local homeless shelter. Deliver Meals on Wheels®. 
Take time to visit with each shut-in.

Applying Command Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Command talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Ask probing and pointed questions during discussions and lec-
tures by professors. Realize that your questioning mind acceler-
ates your learning.

	Take charge of your college education. Play the lead role in shap-
ing your degree or certification plan. Refuse to leave these deci-
sions to an advisor.

	Challenge facts presented in textbooks, the media, and class pre-
sentations. Critique your instructors and classmates. Search for 
the truth.

	When a particularly interesting class discussion is ended due to 
time constraints, express to your professor your wish that he or 
she would continue the discussion in an office visit.

Study Techniques

	Join study groups known for debating ideas, theories, and 
problems.

	Use your Command talents to clarify rather than intimidate. 
Understand that some clear-thinking individuals may become 
flustered under pressure.

	Give your instructors feedback about what you most enjoy and 
benefit from in their classes.

	Develop hypotheses and thesis statements that you must defend 
in writing or oral presentations. Recognize that you are more 
engaged when you must build a case to support your ideas.
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	Play devil’s advocate — that is, argue the opposing view — for 
fun and benefit when the opportunity arises. Warn people that 
you like to draw others into debates.

Relationships

	Assume the leadership role in groups, especially when you have 
knowledge, skills, expertise, and experience others lack.

	Notice which classmates rely on you to ask the professor ques-
tions. Provide this service for those who are intimidated by the 
instructor’s knowledge or demeanor.

	Study your mannerisms, vocal tone, and content of your mes-
sages when talking with authority figures. Pinpoint how you 
present yourself  as a person worthy of their time and undivided 
attention.

	Explore ways that you can serve others by giving orders and 
making demands. Identify individuals who are comfortable and 
content following your lead.

Class Selection

	Select classes that require you to plan your own curriculum. Ac-
knowledge your desire to make your own academic decisions.

	Take classes in which you are expected to voice your opinions, 
argue, draw conclusions, take sides, and make recommendations.

	Choose classes taught by instructors who take a position and 
demand that students challenge it.

	Enroll in courses with professors who are secure enough to wel-
come your combative learning style.

Extracurricular Activities

	Gravitate to organizations in which you can envision yourself 
being a key decision maker.

	Realize that you threaten some people with your forceful style.

	Opt to participate in activities where you must persuade people 
to embrace your ideas, plans, solutions, or philosophies.
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	Join groups in which you are expected to sell products and ser-
vices, solicit donations, and raise money.

Applying Communication Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Communication tal-
ents to achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Participate in class discussions. Enhance your own and others’ 
comprehension by talking through the key points.

	Respond to questions with thought-provoking answers. 

	Illustrate scholarly concepts with real-life examples. Help others 
learn in the process.

	Capture your audience’s interest by telling stories to amplify an 
idea, concept, theory, scientific law, philosophical point, ethical 
quandary, or historic event.

Study Techniques

	Converse about the subject matter until you fully understand it.

	Tell others about your solutions, theories, concepts, and ideas 
before presenting them in class. Acknowledge that this is how 
you refine your thinking.

	Notice how your classmates rely on you to engage the professor 
in dialogue. Realize that you are quite comfortable doing this.

	Entertain your study group with anecdotes that make history, 
mathematics, science, languages, or the arts come alive in their 
minds.

Relationships

	Take the pressure off quiet, timid individuals by doing most of 
the talking.

	Cheer up people with accounts of your own and others’ humor-
ous escapades.
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	Plan at least four meetings each term with professors who are 
good listeners. Take advantage of the fact that they expect you to 
do most of the talking.

	Express your philosophical views, goals, pet peeves, and opin-
ions so others can learn about you as a person.

Class Selection

	Take classes from professors who encourage students to inter-
rupt lectures to share stories or offer examples that amplify a 
concept.

	Select classes in which you will be graded for participation in 
class discussions.

	Register for courses that require you to make presentations.

	Enroll in theatre arts, speech, and communications classes.

Extracurricular Activities

	Affiliate with a speakers’ bureau in which the members address 
campus and community groups.

	Try out for the speech team. Concentrate on dramatic interpre-
tation to hone your storytelling skills.

	Audition for plays even if you are not a theatre major.

	Campaign for elected office, or be a candidate’s spokesperson.

Applying Competition Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Competition talents 
to achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Regard grades as your scorecard. Invest more effort in classes 
where the results of tests, papers, and projects are posted for 
all to see.
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	Monitor your grade-point average by the week, month, or aca-
demic term. Compare your class ranking to that of your closest 
rivals. Realize that striving for the highest GPA leads you to excel. 

	Clarify how professors weight class participation, final exams, 
presentations, laboratory experiments, and research projects. 
Continuously monitor your grades and class standing.

	Study your opponents — that is, your classmates. Identify each 
one’s strengths. Evaluate their study strategies. Continually com-
pare your results to theirs.

Study Techniques

	Seek	out	highly	competitive	people	and	study	with	them.	Know	
that you will push each other to learn more, faster. Figure out 
how to manage the inevitable undercurrent of tension that will 
exist.

	Pit yourself against a fellow student to increase your chances of 
being the first person to finish the paper, test, or project.

	Establish measurable and meaningful academic goals. Use these 
to force yourself to reach the highest levels of productivity, mas-
tery, or quality.

	Identify the best students in your classes or major area of study. 
Investigate what they routinely do to be number one.

	Quiz your professors about their criteria for earning the highest 
grades in their classes. Explain that you aim to understand the 
material better than anyone else in the class.

Relationships

	Intentionally surround yourself with competitive people.

	Aim to know something special about every person in the class 
by the end of the first month. Use these insights to your advan-
tage when you vie against them.

	Help classmates understand that you are hardwired to have the 
last word in casual conversation, classroom discussion, or for-
mal debate.
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Class Selection

	Apply at universities and departments within universities where 
admission standards are highly competitive. Make sure that ob-
jective, meaningful, and measurable criteria are used to deter-
mine who is selected.

	Take advanced-level classes to enhance the odds of winning impor-
tant academic scholarships, grants, internships, and fellowships.

	Select instructors who encourage rivalry between students.

Extracurricular Activities

	Try out for the debate or speech team. Audition for a play, first 
chair in a section of the orchestra, or a featured dancing role.

	Play competitive sports. Risk being a walk-on to win a spot on 
an athletic team.

	Check your department’s bulletin boards for opportunities to 
enter contests. Gravitate to contests sponsored by student and 
professional organizations in your major area of study.

	Run for leadership positions such as student senate, class presi-
dent, club officer, or sorority/fraternity chairs. Campaign to win.

Applying Connectedness Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Connectedness 
talents to achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Ask yourself, “What life lessons am I supposed to learn today 
through my studies and the challenges they present? What is at 
work here that is much more important than passing a test or 
getting a good grade?”

	Search for linkages between your coursework and what you’re 
being called to contribute to the entire human family today and 
in the future.
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	Examine how your life is inextricably tied to those of people in 
other parts of the world and from the past. Name as many of 
these connections as you possibly can.

	Find ways to build bridges of understanding between classmates 
as well as between students and their professors. Realize that 
you’re motivated to show people how world events and close-to-
home circumstances bind each individual to all humankind.

	Start each day by reading an inspirational verse or a piece of 
scripture from your faith. Sit in silence with these words for 10-
15 minutes. Open yourself to surprising discoveries about how 
to best approach your studies and other people.

	Keep	 a	 journal.	 Let	 your	 ideas	 and	 feelings	 flow	 freely.	Write	
without editing. Find purpose and meaning in your personal 
and academic life.

Study Techniques

	Pray for guidance before you begin studying. Ask that your mind 
be freed of worries and distractions. Implore yourself that you 
can truly trust that all will be well.

	Concentrate on your breathing before starting a test, making a 
presentation, or working on a project. Spiritually unite yourself 
with students around the world who are facing similar challenges 
at this very moment.

	Silence competing scholarly demands of your life by practicing 
daily meditation. Master the art of letting go. Embrace the art of 
living in the present moment.

	Be mindful of the abundance of good things. Realize that more 
than one student can earn a good grade or receive the professor’s 
approval.

	Energize your body, heighten your awareness, and soothe your 
soul with inspiring background music. Create a calm environ-
ment in which to study, work on projects, solve problems, re-
search, write, and prepare for exams.
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Relationships

	Converse with individuals who realize that life is a complex 
web of interdependence among all human beings, living things, 
events, and inanimate objects.

	Share with curious observers how and why you can remain calm 
in the midst of uncertainty, losses, successes, defeats, progress, 
and setbacks.

	Help others understand that you view all life as a continuous, 
ever-widening circle without beginning or end. Explain how ev-
ery thought, word, and deed impacts people far and near.

	Bring ideas, projects, and relationships full circle. Tie together 
loose ends. Describe how your experiences and studies benefit 
individuals and all humankind.

Class Selection

	Enroll in comparative religion studies. Better understand today’s 
news events by comparing and contrasting the beliefs of the 
world’s great religions.

	Find colleges that offer courses in the study of dreams. Look for 
listings in the departments of psychology, religious studies, and 
theology.

	Select history classes in which you can research events through 
the lens of conflicting religious doctrines and principles held as 
truth by some groups.

	Register for theology, philosophy, and ethics classes to broaden 
your thinking. Integrate what you learn into other coursework.

Extracurricular Activities

	Consider meeting with a spiritual advisor every four to six weeks. 
Describe instances of being keenly aware of the “invisible hand” 
of a life force, higher power, or God acting in your life. Be atten-
tive to patterns and recurring questions.

	Get involved in campus groups and ministries to nurture your 
faith tradition or introduce you to new forms of spirituality.
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	Opt for nontraditional school vacations. Volunteer to build a 
Habitat for Humanity® house, travel to a third-world nation to 
help in a medical clinic, clean up an inner-city neighborhood, 
or work with urban families to plant a neighborhood vegetable 
garden.

	Mentor at-risk students during the school year. Become a read-
ing tutor for adults. Teach English to immigrant and refugee 
families. Record books for the blind. Serve as a camp counselor 
for handicapped or terminally ill children.

Applying Consistency Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Consistency talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Seek professors who set the same clear expectations for everyone 
in the class. Make sure that you know exactly what is required to 
earn the grades you desire.

	Learn precisely how class participation, research, laboratory 
work, presentations, and examinations will be factored into your 
final grade for the course.

	Inform others that routines are important to your success. Ex-
plain how they lend an air of familiarity to all the coursework in 
your major area of study.

	Finalize your entire degree or certification plan as early in your 
collegiate career as possible. Each term, double-check your plan 
to ensure you are in compliance with graduation requirements.

	Express your belief that everyone deserves the same opportuni-
ties to earn good grades on tests, projects, research papers, or ex-
periments. Help professors and classmates understand why you 
become upset when someone is given special treatment.
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Study Techniques

	Anticipate what you need to do to earn the grade you want in 
each class. Set up and adhere to a study routine. Realize that you 
excel when your life has a rhythm to it.

	Make a habit of studying at the same time each day. Designate a 
specific study area and equip it appropriately. Replenish supplies 
on a specific day of the week.

	Establish predictable and uniform patterns for doing different 
kinds of assignments, such as writing, researching, calculating, 
and rehearsing speeches.

	Heighten your awareness of how much time you require to com-
plete each assignment. Honor the ways you study best rather 
than mimicking those of successful classmates.

	Balance all the facts when conducting research, making a pre-
sentation, or writing a report. Seek to remove biases by being 
objective.

	Create study rituals that suit your thinking and learning style. 
Read ahead. Write down questions to which you want answers. 
Highlight key ideas, steps, and concepts. Take notes on note 
cards, in a spiral notebook, or in computer files.

Relationships

	Understand that your predictability makes you a valuable study 
buddy. Partner with classmates whose need for routines and pro-
cesses mirror your own.

	Inform people about your need for uniformity. Help them un-
derstand how they can benefit from consistency.

	Recruit some classmates and professors with enough patience 
to help you recognize the need to make changes in procedures, 
study patterns, and routines.
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Class Selection

	Identify similarities and differences in your professors’ teach-
ing styles. Choose classes taught by instructors whose approach 
matches your learning style.

	Avoid taking courses from professors who play favorites, change 
assignment requirements unexpectedly, and fail to abide by the 
rules they set at the start of the term.

	Make a list of courses of study that naturally incorporate routines, 
processes, and procedures. Consider specific science, mathemat-
ics, accounting, music, engineering, and law programs.

Extracurricular Activities

	Join clubs and teams known for their adherence to practice and 
rehearsal schedules.

	Help with special events that have a long history of doing things 
the same way from one year to the next. 

	Assume accountability for monitoring compliance to rules for 
membership drives, fundraising, and contests.

	Volunteer to maintain the records of an organization. Ensure 
that accepted procedures are followed in meetings, and reports 
are properly submitted.

Applying Context Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Context talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Associate with individuals and groups that specialize in the study 
of specific events, personalities, and periods in history.

	Create a historical frame of reference for whatever you study. 
Research political, natural, military, and religious events of that 
period. Delve into the lives of contemporary leaders, scientists, 
artists, explorers, and philosophers.
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	Supplement required reading for classes by locating other cred-
ible sources of information. Don’t let your thinking be limited to 
the professor’s syllabus.

	Understand that you are attracted to institutions of learning 
with a rich history and a long tradition.

	Seek opportunities to study with reputable, recognized, and 
knowledgeable historians who also are master teachers.

	Attend lecture series in which leading figures of your time speak 
about their experiences in global leadership, diplomacy, military 
affairs, business, science, or the arts. Prepare questions to pose 
during the Q&A sessions or book signings.

Study Techniques

	Hypothesize your own theories for specific historic events. Rely 
on public records, surveys, correspondence, and legislation to 
develop a study brief.

	Consider your own history of test taking. Identify your best per-
formances. Spot patterns. Prepare for today’s examinations by rep-
licating study techniques that have worked for you in the past.

	Overcome obstacles placed in your path by a professor by con-
ferring with former students of this individual. Ask questions to 
learn from the experiences of individuals who excelled.

	Complement your reading and research assignments with ad-
ditional sources of information, such as recorded speeches, tran-
scripts of court proceedings, or vintage interviews with key fig-
ures and their contemporaries.

	Record interviews with individuals who lived through significant 
periods of history, such as the Great Depression, wars, terrorist 
attacks, political scandals, and boom times.

	Find photographs, paintings, drawings, blueprints, news film, 
videos, costumes, recipes, historical reproductions, almanacs, 
and costumes to bring a historic epoch to life.
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Relationships

	Help people understand that knowing about their past experi-
ences — personal and academic — will help you feel comfort-
able working with them on projects and in study groups.

	Decipher your methods for building a historical basis for your 
relationships with specific family members, friends, teammates, 
classmates, instructors, and coworkers.

	Ask professors about themselves on the first day of class. Inquire 
into their influences as children and their academic backgrounds. 
Read their master’s theses, doctoral dissertations, books, articles, 
lectures, and speeches.

	Attend class reunions. Reminisce about your school days with 
former classmates, faculty, and administrators. Pose questions 
to discover what individuals have done with their lives since 
graduation.

Class Selection

	Choose classes taught by professors who examine cause-and-ef-
fect relationships between the actions of historic figures and the 
consequences they produce. Avoid history courses that require 
nothing beyond rote memorization of facts, names, and dates.

	Enroll in classes that allow students to study original documents 
and artifacts. Review the syllabus for information about field 
trips to museums, battlefields, archives, and theatrical produc-
tions based on historic events. 

	Register for courses such as comparative religion, geography, 
economics, science, philosophy, and the arts to better under-
stand the root causes of today’s wars, alliances, financial policies, 
treaties, and trade agreements.

	Opt for classes in which you can write papers, make presenta-
tions, re-create past events, or impersonate historic figures to ful-
fill course requirements.
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Extracurricular Activities

	Join a genealogy society or club. Trace your own or someone 
else’s family tree.

	Serve as the historian of your fraternity, sorority, honor society, 
or campus organizations.

	Collect and archive memorabilia from events throughout the 
years. Volunteer to work with the campus historian to gain 
hands-on experience.

	Form a book club whose members read and then discuss autobi-
ographies, biographies, history books, or even historic fiction.

Applying Deliberative Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Deliberative tal-
ents to achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Attend all lectures and class sessions — make sure you don’t miss 
anything. Be thorough in your preparation for a class by reading 
ahead and reviewing class notes to avoid being caught off guard.

	Before visiting a professor during office hours, prepare thorough-
ly by making a list of items and questions you wish to discuss.

	Schedule regular appointments with your counselors to be well 
aware of your options and to make sure you are on track.

	When you receive a class syllabus, highlight the due dates of 
readings, assignments, papers, and tests. You may feel more 
comfortable knowing everything that will be required of you.

	Always be well prepared for class. You will feel more comfortable 
and confident talking in class when you are sure of the validity 
of what you have to say and the completeness of your thoughts.

	When taking a test, go through the questions slowly, concentrat-
ing on the ones you are more sure of first. Address the others 
later so that you have time to complete the exam.
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Study Techniques

	Know	your	reading	pace,	and	set	aside	plenty	of	time	to	finish	
reading assignments. Take notes on what you read, and study 
your notes for exams.

	Work extra problems just to be sure you understand the material.

	If you work best alone, study on your own before engaging in 
group discussions. This will allow you to reinforce what you have 
learned with the group, without needing to rely on the group.

	Form questions as you study, and make sure you have answers to 
them before taking an exam.

Relationships

	Choose friends who have academic goals similar to yours, so you 
reinforce one another in your serious pursuit of studying.

	Make frequent visits during office hours to develop relationships 
with one or two professors or teaching assistants whose advice 
you feel you can trust.

	When forming study groups, be selective about whom you study 
with. Choose responsible, serious people like yourself who will 
be well prepared and focus on the task at hand.

Class Selection

	Before choosing a class, look at the class syllabus, check the 
number of books, and learn more about the professor. Don’t be 
caught off guard on the first day of class.

	Double check with your advisor to ensure that a class meets the 
requirements that you need.

	You are most comfortable in classes where you are well aware of 
expectations, where the discussions are serious, and where the time 
is used well. Before you enroll in a class, get the opinions of peers 
who have already taken the class.
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Extracurricular Activities

	Look carefully at the many organizations or clubs that you might 
join to pinpoint those that pique your interest. Attend a couple of 
meetings to narrow down to one or two that seem to fit you best. 

	Rely on your own judgment to know the types of activities that 
will be most enjoyable to you. Purely social activities without 
further purpose will most likely feel like a waste of time to you.

	Look for job opportunities and internships in which you will be 
recognized for your seriousness and your ability to raise ques-
tions about decisions that are made.

Applying Developer Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Developer talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	During lectures, take down facts that are new, enlightening, 
interesting, or humorous. Share your observations with others 
from the class.

	Reflect back to what you have learned from a certain professor 
and how that has impacted you in your life.

	Motivate yourself by tutoring or helping someone else in the 
class to understand concepts you have gained from the lecture, 
the reading, and the discussion.

	Keep	 an	 ongoing	 list	 of	 your	 key	 learning	 experiences.	Track	
your own progress and growth.

Study Techniques

	Explain to a friend, fellow student, teaching assistant, or profes-
sor what you have learned from a book, lecture, or other source.

	Form study groups in which you can teach others as well as learn 
from them.
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	Identify a few classmates on whom you can rely to be your study 
partners. 

	Pretend that you are going to explain to others what you are 
trying to learn. This will help you retain more information and 
improve your comprehension.

	Try studying by yourself first, to understand the information, 
then help others if they need it. One of the best ways to reinforce 
your learning is to teach others.

Relationships

	Always have one or more mentors, and let them know what they 
add to your life. Consult them regularly.

	Help your friends choose developmental experiences. 

	Coach friends who have a specific goal or focus in mind (such as 
running a marathon or losing weight). Encourage them in their 
progress.

Class Selection

	Enroll in classes with group projects, specifically those that in-
clude community service opportunities.

	Join tutoring and discussion groups in which you can learn from 
others by discussing and explaining concepts.

	Choose a major that highlights your ability to develop the tal-
ents of others, such as education or psychology.

	Choose classes with a field-studies component that involves 
working with people. This will provide an opportunity to see 
tangible growth experiences of others and observe how what you 
learn can be used.

Extracurricular Activities

	Become a tutor or a mentor. Find a role in which you can 
strengthen your own academic abilities while you help others 
improve.
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	Start a club or community service project in which you can help 
other achieve.

	Use your ability and passion to help others by joining organi-
zations that will allow you to exercise your talents in helping 
others succeed. This will allow you to feel good about what you 
do and learn from your experiences. For example, consider be-
coming a mentor or peer counselor, or join community service 
organizations.

	Consider becoming a counselor in a dorm, where you can provide 
an environment that facilitates the growth of other students.

Applying Discipline Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Discipline talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Schedule all assignments, exams, and papers due for the term.

	Clean and organize your living space before any major assign-
ments are due or before an examination period.

	If you are in a self-paced class or a class with minimal structure, 
develop your own structure to ensure that you meet the class 
requirements.

	Don’t be afraid to color-code tasks on your calendar and your 
textbooks or notes. This will help you focus and prioritize what 
you are learning and doing.

Study Techniques

	Before starting papers, talk to instructors to find out what they 
expect and how they will grade the papers.

	When you come across an unfamiliar word, finish the sentence, 
look the word up, then reread the sentence.
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	When preparing for a test, get organized. Collect all notes, have 
terms defined and facts highlighted and/or listed, and have pos-
sible questions available.

	When you are working on a paper, it may be best to make an 
outline, breaking the topic down into parts that you can work 
on individually.

	Use your discipline to stay ahead in reading assignments. Go 
over your lecture notes within 12 hours of taking them.

	Make a list of all academic tasks that you need to complete for 
the day. Check items off as you complete them.

Relationships

	Find some friends who are as organized as you are. You will not 
disappoint each other.

	Be the organizer for your friends, giving them friendly calls to 
remind them of when and where you are meeting for dinner, a 
movie, or other get-togethers.

	Delight in a partnership of planning a trip or fun event with a 
friend. Write down each detail so that the event will meet expec-
tations for both of you.

Class Selection

	When choosing classes, arrange them in a way that allows study-
ing during the times that you are more productive. Be realistic. 

	Give top priority to classes that you must take for graduation 
requirements or your major.

	Choose professors who structure their courses and have clear 
expectations.

Extracurricular Activities

	Volunteer to be a timekeeper for an event. Your accuracy will be 
appreciated.
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	Join a group in which you can use your organizational talents to 
help plan some major events, breaking down tasks to ensure that 
deadlines will be met. 

	Organize a monthly or quarterly “clean up” on your living floor, 
in which people clear away excess papers, files, clothing, etc. Play 
some music, and arrange to have food brought in to make the 
task more appealing and fun for others.

Applying Empathy Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Empathy talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	When studying a particular author, seek personal experiences 
and writings that help you identify with his or her thoughts and 
emotions.

	Whenever possible, write papers about people. This activity will 
engage your natural ability to pinpoint individual perspectives.

	Keep	a	journal	in	which	you	reflect	on	what	you	learned	from	
other people and their passions, fears, joys, and other emotions.

	You will sense when friends are academically frustrated in cours-
es you are taking. Let them know that you realize what they are 
feeling, and continue to encourage and support them.

Study Techniques

	As soon as you have an idea, write it down, including your feel-
ings about it. 

	When you read, identify how you can relate the emotions of the 
characters to your own or those of people you know. This will 
make the material come alive for you and help you remember 
the it better.

	Ask yourself what the professor wants you to understand about 
the material, then try to master those aspects.
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	When you’re in a study group, be aware of the emotions of the 
other members. Help bring those feeling into the open so that 
others in the group can be aware of the feelings of others and you 
can keep your focus on the task ahead of you.

Relationships

	Discuss issues that are on your mind with your friends. You are 
usually there for them. Allow them, likewise, to be there for you. 
Share you feelings with them, because they may not be able to 
identify feelings as easily as you do.

	Use your Empathy talents when conflicts arise at work and other 
group settings.

	Be careful not to let those you support overwhelm you. Just as it 
is important you be there for your friends and family whenever 
they need you, it is crucial that you keep your academic goals a 
priority.

Class Selection

	Think about a major such as education or psychology, which 
could provide frequent opportunities to use your empathy in 
your future career.

	Choose professors who are known for their empathy as well as 
for their academic expertise.

	Classes that involve reading novels will provide you with an av-
enue to immerse yourself in the emotions of the characters and 
to learn from their approaches to situations.

Extracurricular Activities

	Become involved in activities, clubs, or organizations that will 
help you feel like you’re making a difference with individuals 
through your empathy.

	Consider working with children to help them to better under-
stand their own feelings and sort through their emotions.
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	Position yourself as a confidante for one or two people. Many 
students feel overwhelmed at school; you’ll understand and help 
them get through the difficulties they’re facing.

	Because you’re nonjudgmental and understand the feelings of 
individuals, you’ll be a welcome addition to most groups.

Applying Focus Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Focus talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Use your focus to link class-related assignments to the knowl-
edge and self-management skills you’ll need to be successful in 
your future career.

	Use your focus to help groups stay on track in classroom discus-
sions or meetings.

	If you feel an assignment has no practical value to you, develop 
one that better fits your goals, and request permission from your 
professor to use it. Explain the potential benefits.

	When working with others in a small group, help them see 
how the pieces of a project fit together to accomplish the over-
all objective.

Study Techniques

	Before studying, list everything you’ll attempt to learn during 
that time period.

	Before writing a paper, outline the main points you plan to 
address.

	Although you can concentrate for long periods of time, regulate 
yourself to avoid working to exhaustion.

	Schedule your work in a way that allows you to focus your full 
attention on one assignment or project at a time.
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Relationships

	Talk to two or three experienced people you admire. Deter-
mine some specific strengths they possess, and ask them about 
their greatest talents and the knowledge and skills they acquired 
through the years to create these strengths.

	Choose to associate with successful people. Ask what they fo-
cused on to become successful.

	Identify an alumnus who’s in a career that interests you, and 
spend time with that person to determine how he or she ben-
efited from the college experience.

Class Selection

	Select classes that will help you fulfill your long-term goals.

	Select classes that have defined direction and objectives.

	Choose professors who are known for staying on track.

Extracurricular Activities

	Look for an internship in an area related to your career goals.

	Select class-related and extra-curricular activities related to your 
career goals.

	To build on your Focus talents and not “spread yourself too 
thin,” be selective in the range of activities you are involved in.

Applying Futuristic Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Futuristic talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Take risks to gain new insights, even if they are out of your com-
fort zone. Set academic goals to project yourself into a successful 
future.
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	Challenge professors with your “What if?” thinking. Encourage 
them to project beyond to what “might be” in 10, 15, or 20 
years.

	Know	what	is	expected	in	each	of	your	classes	so	you	will	be	able	
to plan your college years. Visit your academic counselor regu-
larly to keep stretching your thoughts.

	Associate with others who enjoy philosophizing about the future.

Study Techniques

	Try to truly understand what you’re studying; don’t just memo-
rize. Always relate what you’re studying to where you see yourself 
in the future.

	Write a description of your desired future, and post it where you 
will notice it frequently. Look at it often, and connect what you 
are learning to where you want to go.

	Take exams seriously and prepare thoroughly. Treat them as steps 
toward your future.

	Join a group in which you can lead others to create new visions 
of the future.

Relationships

	Talk about your goals and dreams with your friends, family, and 
professors. Their awareness of your objective will be a motivator.

	Surround yourself with people who will be instrumental in at-
taining your aspirations. Form strong relationships that can last 
a long time.

	Encourage younger people who are interested in the same things 
you enjoy. 

	Don’t let other people’s negative comments about your dreams 
dissuade you from reaching toward them.
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Class Selection

	Choose classes that will apply to your career goals.

	Pinpoint professors who are futuristic in their thinking, not 
those who merely maintain the status quo.

	Risk taking a class that will push you to the edge in your thinking.

Extracurricular Activities

	Join a committee that has a forward-thinking leader who can 
stretch you beyond day-to-day events.

	Look for internships that will challenge your thinking and help 
you reach beyond your current level.

	Keep	others	in	your	committee	or	group	focused	on	what	can	
be, frequently sharing the vision that you see.

	Join a group that believes that it can have a positive effect on the 
future.

Applying Harmony Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Harmony talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Seek opinions and ideas from experts. Their insights will help 
you formulate your own beliefs and philosophy.

	You perform best in an environment where people listen to one 
another and seek to understand each other, rather than force 
their ideas on one another.

	You add a calmness or agreeableness to any group.

	If the professor frequently changes assignments and due dates in 
the middle of the term, seek reasons for the changes and share 
them with classmates, rather than joining the dissension of others.
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Study Techniques

	Bounce ideas off others whose thinking you respect. They may 
be able to help you clarify your own ideas.

	Read with an open mind. Give the author a chance to explain 
himself or herself. Find agreement between the author’s ideas 
and your own, and expand from there.

	When you are reading something controversial, try to find some-
thing you can agree with. Begin your study and analysis there.

	When studying in a group, help others see where their view-
points are congruent.

Relationships

	Pick out an expert in each important area of your life and con-
sult with them every eight to ten weeks.

	Fill a mediator role with your friends.

	Choose friends who carefully listen to one another and who are 
truly at ease together.

Class Selection

	You will achieve, learn a lot, and enjoy classes in which you learn 
practical skills and obtain practical knowledge.

	Choose classes in which there will be a minimum of controversy.

	Avoid confrontational, aggressive professors. They might make 
you so uncomfortable that learning in their classes will be dif-
ficult for you.

Extracurricular Activities

	Join a multicultural group, and seek the commonalities within 
it. You might enjoy helping the members get to know and ap-
preciate one another.

	Volunteer at a senior citizens’ home, and help them enjoy some 
activities together.
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	Find a group of people who seem to truly have fun together, 
who have a lot in common, and who work to make one another 
happy and support one another. They could become your best 
friends.

Applying Ideation Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Ideation talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Take on leadership positions in projects that will allow you to 
share several ideas and use your creativity.

	Take on an independent research project in which you can gen-
erate and explore numerous ideas.

	Work with a professor in developing a research project, and con-
tribute your creative abilities. You probably will have many ideas 
to offer.

	Your mind may wander. You can use this to your advantage by 
letting your thoughts flow freely in class, as long as you think 
about the subject you are studying.

Study Techniques

	As you read an idea, use it as a stimulus for your own further 
thought and creativity.

	As you study, think of different concepts, and invent new ways 
to present the materials in writing or in graphics. This will in-
vigorate your mind as well as the minds of others.

	Allow yourself ample time for thinking. If you rush through a 
reading assignment, you are less likely to be engaged with it.

	Brainstorm with your friends about topics you are studying. Let 
your mind “go wild,” knowing that you can sort through the 
ideas later.
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Relationships

	Surround yourself with friends who are responsive to listening as 
well as probing you about your ideas.

	Choose a mentor who has the courage to support you in your 
ideas and who will also challenge you to explore them even 
further.

	You love to generate ideas. Find a partner who would enjoy help-
ing implement your ideas.

Class Selection

	Choose classes that involve creative projects rather than simple 
exams and term papers.

	Some classes might not seem to encourage creative expression 
because of their subject matter. Recognize that you can use your 
Ideation talents to create new and stimulating ways to learn.

	Select classes taught by professors who enjoy diversity of ideas.

Extracurricular Activities

	Join a group that values and stimulates creative ideas.

	Involve yourself in a project that allows you to use your creative 
talents, such as general writing, news magazines, newspapers, 
journals, graphics, or painting.

	Help revive a struggling group. You will have several ideas to 
restore life into the group. Also consider starting a totally new 
group and generating several ideas about projects in which it 
might become engaged.

Applying Includer Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Includer talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.
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General Academic Life

	In small groups in class, try to get each student to participate. 
Ask him or her for opinions.

	Ask shy people to walk to class with you. 

	Research people of different cultures in your community. Invite 
some of these people to attend a community or university event 
with you.

	Attend lectures or speeches by guest speakers of different nation-
alities. Introduce yourself to others attending the session, draw-
ing them into a conversation with you.

Study Techniques

	Study with other people. If someone in the group is not talking, 
try to bring him or her into the conversation.

	Invite someone who is shy but intelligent to study with you.

	Start a small study group of people who seem more hesitant to 
talk, and include a couple of more verbal people as well.

	Search out books on the culture of a prominent ethnic group 
in your community. Use your new information to help in-
clude some people of this culture in activities in which you 
participate.

Relationships

	Expand your relationships to have a diverse group of friends 
with whom you participate in activities.

	You can adjust to many types of people and help them feel wel-
come. Invite others to your social activities.

	Welcome new students to your dorm or living space. Many peo-
ple assume that others will just make themselves at home. You 
help them feel a part of the group.
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Class Selection

	Sign up for classes in which you will learn more about the 
uniqueness of particular groups of people. Use this information 
to help them feel included. 

	Select classes in which the professor tries to involve each student.

	Select classes that promote diversity.

Extracurricular Activities

	Your ability to help others feel like part of the group will make 
you a valuable member of student organizations and service 
groups.

	Help tutor those who do not have the social or economic privi-
leges you have. Develop or participate in programs that promote 
diversity.

	Volunteer to help with a cause such as Special Olympics.

Applying Individualization Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Individualization 
talents to achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Build on your curiosity about people by observing the different 
ways in which people learn and process information.

	Read, read, read about people. Their uniqueness fascinates you.

	Constantly observe those around you, seeing how your talents 
make you similar to each other, yet different.

	Study various cultures. Their uniqueness will intrigue you.

Study Techniques

	Establish a study group with people who possess a wide variety 
of talents and perspectives, thereby expanding your own hori-
zons and viewpoints.
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	As you read a novel, take notes about how the author vividly sets 
up the uniqueness of each character.

	Note how your style of learning, studying, writing papers, and 
taking tests compares to others. You will learn about some of the 
natural differences between people.

	As you read about well known people, make a chart listing spe-
cific differences among them. This will hone your observation 
talents.

Relationships

	See the great talents in people, and encourage people to follow 
their own dreams. Help them understand and maximize the 
power of their talents.

	Help your friends and classmates see and appreciate the and 
uniqueness in each other.

	Create small support systems, using your Individualization tal-
ents to determine who might benefit from another’s insights.

Class Selection

	Enroll in classes about people, such as literature, sociology, and 
psychology.

	Choose classes that promote discussion, bringing out varying 
beliefs from students.

	Choose professors who allow students to make choices regarding 
their own learning.

Extracurricular Activities

	Be a mentor. You will pinpoint people’s unique qualities and 
encourage them to follow their own paths.

	Seek peer-counseling opportunities that make use of your ability 
to know each person as an individual.

	Keep	a	journal	that	includes	specific	observations	about	individ-
ual people. Write some feature articles about people on campus 
for the school newspaper.
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Applying Input Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Input talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Save all notes and books from previous classes to create a per-
sonal library.

	Schedule time for seeking information that goes beyond what 
is required for your classes. The library and the Internet will be 
valuable in your search.

	You enjoy gathering information, possible even from reading a 
dictionary or encyclopedia.

	Start a filing system for interesting and potentially useful articles 
you have read.

Study Techniques

	Give yourself research deadlines within your overall timelines for 
completing papers. Without them, you might continue to read 
and read, never feeling like you have enough information.

	To continue making progress and stay on track while doing re-
quired work, put sticky notes on areas you wish to go back and 
look at.

	Prioritize the most critical information to study. Otherwise, you 
might become distracted by other information that fascinates 
you but is not as relevant.

Relationships

	Share your information with friends. Determine who would be 
interested in each bit of information, rather than giving all infor-
mation to everyone.

	Seek out professors who would be interested in knowing what 
you are learning and will find it stimulating to hear about the 
questions you are generating through your investigations.
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	Be aware that the more you know, the more likely it is that others 
will seek you out for information and see you as highly credible.

Class Selection

	Select classes taught by professors who are well read and who 
keep up to date on the latest research in their fields.

	Select classes that help you increase your general knowledge base. 
That would include classes in which research is valued. 

	Select classes in which class discussion is valued and in which you 
can share your ideas and the information that you have gleaned.

Extracurricular Activities

	Join groups in which you can use your knowledge, such as com-
munity discussion groups, book clubs, and pre-law society mock 
trial groups.

	Become involved in extracurricular activities that further 
your learning, such as science clubs, language clubs, or liter-
ary organizations.

	Study about fascinating places to travel. Gather information, 
and go!

Applying Intellection Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Intellection talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Ask questions and seek answers in discussions and lectures.

	Research subjects that interest and intrigue you.

	Contemplate academic goals and endeavors.

	Make your education even more effective by following your in-
tellectual curiosity. As you allow yourself to ask the questions 
that naturally come to you, you will refine your approach to 
learning and studying.
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Study Techniques

	Take time to think and plan before writing a paper or perform-
ing an assignment.

	Study to understand and learn, not just to memorize.

	Take part in study groups that allow you to verbalize and further 
define your thoughts.

	Practice presenting ideas that matter to you.

Relationships

	Get to know your professors, and engage them in discussions.

	Try to meet people who share the same interests, and create in-
tellectual conversations with them.

	Surround yourself with intellectually stimulating people, and 
confidently converse with them. You can contribute to their 
lives as well as they can to yours.

Class Selection

	Take classes that promote intellectual and analytical thought.

	Choose professors whose reputations indicate that they demand 
careful thinking.

	Study course syllabi to know how much thinking you might 
have an opportunity to do.

Extracurricular Activities

	Join clubs that allow you to be part of stimulating conversations.

	Read and collect books that pique your curiosity.

	Attend conferences and debates about the subjects in which you 
are most interested.
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Applying Learner Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Learner talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Keep	a	journal	in	which	you	reflect	on	what	you	learned	from	
your classes and other experiences.

	Read outside material that is related to your courses. This ap-
proach will not only impress the professor; it also will help you 
develop a better understanding of the subject.

	Exceed expectations. Do more than the syllabus requires of you.

	Look at every situation as a possible learning experience. This 
approach will help you become aware of what you do well and 
where you need help.

	Always ask, “What did I learn from this?”

Study Techniques

	Join study groups that challenge you.

	Study in an environment that allows you to get into a “study 
mood.”  This approach allow you to get the most out of your 
studies.

	Figure out questions that will be asked, and practice answering 
them in preparation for discussions and exams.

Relationships

	Identify classmates who share your thirst for knowledge, and get 
to know them.

	Have lots of conversations on subjects you are passionate about 
with people who are interested in learning.

	Build relationships with those from whom you want to learn.
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Class Selection

	Choose challenging courses that will broaden your knowledge 
base in important areas.

	Enroll in college honors and departmental honors classes.

Extracurricular Activities

	Choose on-campus jobs that will provide learning experiences, 
such as working as a professor’s assistant.

	Don’t restrict your learning experiences to the classroom. Engage 
in activities in which you can expand your knowledge about sub-
ject that interest you most. 

	Find opportunities to work with faculty and teaching assis-
tants to make your college experience more meaningful. It will 
deepen your understanding of intellectual topics, concepts, 
and principles.

Applying Maximizer Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Maximizer talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Consider specialized programs that allow you to refine your 
talents.

	Find mentors — and be one.

	Study success. Find out what made famous scientists, historic 
figures, and great innovators successful. The greatest outcome of 
college can be your insights into what makes people, societies, 
cultures, and groups successful.

	Select a college or university that offers leadership opportunities 
in which you can maximize the talents of others.
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Study Techniques

	Read wherever you feel most comfortable — the library, the cof-
fee shop, or home.

	Discover your best way to learn, and stick to it.

	Determine ways to manage any weaknesses in your study habits.

	Study the most of what you do the best.

Relationships

	Make a point of helping your friends use their greatest talents to 
the fullest.

	Help your friends recognize the talents and strengths in others.

	Associate with people who appreciate your talents as well as 
their own.

	Meet regularly with mentors and role models for insight, advice, 
and inspiration.

Class Selection

	Pick elective courses that will provide opportunities to develop 
new strengths and hone your existing strengths.

	Choose your major on the basis of your greatest talents and your 
personal mission. In what area of study do you have the greatest 
potential for strengths?

	Seek classes taught by professors whose teaching styles best 
match the way you learn.

Extracurricular Activities

	Find an internship or a job in which you can apply your greatest 
talents and your existing strengths.

	Involve yourself in mentoring or tutoring.

	Join organizations that have missions related to development. 
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Applying Positivity Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Positivity talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Help make learning fun.

	Share praise when appropriate.

	Help classmates laugh and relax when needed.

	Contribute to exciting class discussions.

Study Techniques

	Invite study partners who are as upbeat as you.

	Encourage others to enjoy their assignments.

	Think of fun, even silly, ways to remember things.

	Make learning fun for yourself and others by throwing study 
parties.

Relationships

	Express your positive attitudes about life to others.

	Transfer your energy into everything that you do.

	Let positive emotions reign, and avoid those who are guided by 
negative, destructive, and defeating attitudes and practices.

	Choose friends who love life as much as you do.

Class Selection

	Take classes that you find exciting and meaningful.

	Select courses led by professors who have positive approaches.

	Investigate what others with a lot of positivity say about the 
courses you are considering.
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Extracurricular Activities

	Play or support team sports in which can you enjoy cheering 
others on.

	Actively seek out extracurricular activities that might be fun.

	Pump energy into clubs you join.

Applying Relator Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Relator talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Create various lines of communication with friends in your 
classes, such as verbal, phone, and e-mail, and help each other 
when one of you has to miss a class.

	Seek out advisors, counselors, and professors who demonstrate 
genuine interest in you as a person.

	Seek out fellow students with whom you can play a mutual tu-
toring, learning assistance, and support role.

Study Techniques

	Form study groups for midterms and exams with close friends.

	Discuss class lectures with friends.

	Study with friends who have goals similar to yours.

	To increase your comprehension of reading materials, share what 
you have learned with friends.

Relationships

	Share knowledge with others and build a support network.

	Become a mentor and always have a mentor.

	Get to know professors who take an interest in you. Their in-
volvement in your college experience will create a sense of be-

Relator in Academics



207

longing and stimulate your intellectual development as well as 
your academic achievement.

	Develop a college lifestyle through which you share your aca-
demic progress and performance with people who care about 
you, both inside and outside the college environment.

Class Selection

	Do your best to meet the professors who teach the classes you are 
considering.

	Choose classes that friends are taking. Your relationships with 
them will heighten your engagement in the classes.

	Select classes that encourage friendships and belonging.

Extracurricular Activities

	Become involved in campus organizations that foster friendships.

	Join organizations that your friends and you have agreed upon.

	Consider community and humanitarian work that you can rally 
your close friends to be a part of too.

Applying Responsibility Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Responsibility talents 
to achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Prepare for the term by listing the dates of all tests, projects, and 
papers.

	Ask professors and successful students to show you what an “A” 
paper and an “A” essay look like.

	Think about what it would mean to be a truly responsible stu-
dent. Work toward that standard in a progressive manner, taking 
one step at a time.

	Strive to always work ahead. Read ahead and work problems 
before the professor has presented them in class.
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Study Techniques

	Discover what “doing it right” means to each of your professors.

	Schedule specific study times for each of your classes, and as-
sume full responsibility for investing the necessary time, talents, 
and effort.

	As you do your reading assignments, highlight the key vocabu-
lary words, main ideas, and characters.

	Make choices about class assignments as soon as possible.

Relationships

	Choose friends you trust.

	Find a mentor.

	Consider having a circle of friends who are older than you.

Class Selection

	Choose core classes or those required by your major first.

	Select professors you trust.

	Opt for courses in which you have choices to make about your 
learning.

Extracurricular Activities

	Wisely consider how much time you can devote to clubs and 
activities.

	Run for an office only if you have the capacity to fulfill it as you 
would like.

	Select organizations that stand for the same values you do.

Applying Restorative Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Restorative talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.
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General Academic Life

	Read the syllabus when you get it, and attack assignments or 
areas that you consider problematic.

	Do not let an unexpectedly low grade defeat your spirits. Learn 
how to more effectively apply your greatest talents.

	Think about school as a way to improve yourself. You will increase 
your motivation, particularly if you reflect on your progress.

Study Techniques

	Make a list of ways in which you can apply your most powerful 
talents to improve in each class.

	Ask your professors what your weaknesses are, and create sup-
port systems or complementary partnerships through which you 
can manage them.

	Research every missed test question to determine your gaps in 
knowledge, and fill those gaps.

Relationships

	Let others know that you enjoy fixing their problems.

	Ask friends for honest feedback about your weaknesses.

	Build relationships with people who appreciate your ability to 
help them identify problems.

Class Selection

	Select classes that emphasize case solutions.

	Select classes in which you learn to solve problems.

	Choose classes led by a professor who wants to fix things.

Extracurricular Activities

	Raise money for the disadvantaged.

	Organize a club that tackles and solves social issues on campus.

	Join an organization in which you can restore something to its 
original condition.
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Applying Self-Assurance Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Self-Assurance talents 
to achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Ensure that you are completely in control of your grades. Gain 
a clear understanding of what is expected and how meet those 
expectations.

	Always strive to become a better student. Stick with what is 
working for you and continue to build on your most powerful 
talents.

	Be confident in your abilities to understand and learn material.

	Register for classes that excite you.

Study Techniques

	Overstudy. Do more than you need to do.

	Have confidence in your best ways to learn.

	Study your greatest talents, and recognize the many ways in 
which you can achieve through them.

	Enjoy the risks you take in your approach to studying.

Relationships

	Get to know your professors and teaching assistants. This ap-
proach will help you stay in control of your learning.

	Build a potentially lifetime friendship with an instructor.

	Seek people who appreciate your self-confidence.

Class Selection

	Choose classes that you will find challenging and intriguing.

	Select classes that play to your strengths and greatest talents.

	Choose classes in which you can achieve major successes.

Self-Assurance in Academics



211

Extracurricular Activities

	Seek a leadership position in an organization that addresses is-
sues important to you. You know you can make an important 
difference in these areas.

	Join clubs that will “stretch” your talents and your horizons. 
Dare to tackle the unfamiliar.

	Consider a semester abroad. Your Self-Assurance talents will 
help you maneuver through a culture that is quite different from 
your own.

Applying Significance Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Significance talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Think about why a particular class is important to your future.

	Identify three of your personal goals and connect them to your 
academic life.

	Take control of your life, beginning with your education.

	Create a list of goals that will bring you great satisfaction in your 
personal life. Then consider how college can help you reach those 
goals.

Study Techniques

	Take a leadership role in a study group.

	Choose to study with other hard-charging classmates.

	Establish relationships with your professors so they know who 
you are and of your interest in achieving.
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Relationships

	Associate with professors and students whose interests and goals 
are similar to your own.

	You want people to know who you are. Become friends with 
people in your classes by initiating conversations with them.

	You want people to appreciate your work, but if appreciation is 
not shown, don’t give up. Work even harder.

Class Selection

	Choose classes that offer you some independence.

	Select classes relevant to your goals and desires.

	Select classes in which you can be highly successful.

Extracurricular Activities

	Take part in activities that display and make use of your confi-
dence — make public appearances, climb mountains.

	Run for an elected office.

Applying Strategic Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Strategic talents to 
achieve in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Don’t be afraid to be different. Discuss with professors the vari-
ous approaches you can take to tackle an assignment.

	Participate in research, or develop your own research project. 

	Search for ways to express your creative thinking.

	Opt for classes that encourage discussion and creative solutions.

Study Techniques

	Reflect and write down your ideas for possible solutions to 
problems.
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	In group settings, work with others to generate new ideas or 
clarify your own.

	Be creative in your studying. Make up games or develop mne-
monic devices and anecdotes to relate information.

	Do more than is expected. It is not difficult for you to expand on 
an idea, and you will learn more about the subject.

Relationships

	Seek a leadership role in a group. You see the path to success 
more clearly than many.

	As you seek to achieve your leadership goals, always have your 
followers in mind.

	Encourage friends to call on you to devise the best way to achieve 
their goals.

Class Selection

	Consider taking an independent-study class. Your Strategic tal-
ents can help you work on your own.

	Consider elective classes with subject matter that lends itself to 
strategic thinking, like engineering or marketing.

	Choose classes that emphasize alternative ideas or solutions.

Extracurricular Activities

	Consider running for an elected office, and confidently state 
your ideas.

	Participate in cultural activities and exchanges to better under-
stand the world around you.

	Find organizations that need your planning abilities.
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Applying Woo Talents in Academics

These insights and action ideas can help you apply Woo talents to achieve 
in various aspects of your academic life.

General Academic Life

	Make classroom discussions fun by using words that catch the 
attention of others.

	Meet and greet the people in your classes.

	Use your charm when asking difficult questions in class.

Study Techniques

	Study in places where there are many people, like the library or 
an off-campus bookstore.

	Block off time for studying and reading with others.

	Connect reading material to people you have met. This helps you 
get involved in the reading and not become bored, and you will bet-
ter remember what you read and generate more insights.

	Create a study group of people you do not know yet.

Relationships

	Schedule a time (at least twice a quarter) to visit your professors 
during office hours. Have them get to know you by name.

	Start a conversation with your classmates to identify students 
with whom you can work, learn, and study.

	Use your networking strengths every way you can. Prepare for 
class, exams, discussions, and papers with other people.

	Join social groups and study groups.

Class Selection

	Try to meet the professors before choosing classes.

	Choose classes that offer opportunities to meet lots of people.
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	Ask fellow students for their opinions about classes you are 
considering.

Extracurricular Activities

	Get involved in an activity or group that gives you the opportu-
nity to connect with different people.

	Balance your academics with extracurricular activities to keep 
yourself involved with people.

	Run for an elected office. A person with exceptional Woo talents 
can quickly connect with people and create positive reactions.

	Chair large social events. Turn on your charm to engage others.

Woo in Academics
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For many people, college is a stepping-stone to careers in which they 
will be leaders. They might hope to lead in a classroom, a courtroom, 

a corporation, a community, a hospital, an agency, a ministry, or their 
own business. Also, many college graduates will move into supervisory 
roles. Both of these facts point to the importance of learning about effec-
tive leadership.

All of the talents in the themes measured by the Clifton StrengthsFinder 
can be applied to leadership roles and responsibilities. Therefore, if you 
assume any leadership roles in college, you will have opportunities to de-
velop leadership strengths.

Take mentoring, for example. Often, when a college student is men-
tored by a professor or staff member on campus, that student’s intel-
lectual and personal development increases significantly. Even fellow 
students, especially those who are a year or two ahead of you, can be very 
helpful as mentors. You would probably find it very beneficial to have a 
peer with whom you can continually reflect on your college experience.

But being a mentor is just as important as having a mentor. If you 
truly want to develop leadership strengths, you must seek out people 
to help you — and find people who would benefit from what you have 
learned.

The college experience provides a magnificent opportunity to devel-
op leadership strengths. The key is to be intentional. Talents within each 
and every one of your Signature Themes can be applied in college, and 
many can be applied in multiple leadership functions. Look for every 
opportunity to refine your greatest talents in leadership roles.

In our work with thousands of college students, we have identified 
several ways in which you can intentionally develop leadership strengths 
in college. We present these suggestions to stimulate your thinking. 

There certainly are many more ways to use the college experience 
to build leadership strengths. Let your imagination devise the approach 
and the activities that are best for you.

1. Leadership development and the college experience in general

Pay particular attention to when and how you influence others and how 
you are able to rally others to make changes. Conversely, note when and 
how others influence you and rally you to make changes.
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2. Leadership development and the classroom experience

Classes and the work of instructors in the classroom provide wonderful 
opportunities to learn about leadership. Because learning always involves 
changing — and because leadership is designed to produce measurable 
change — you will want to note when and how instructors influence 
students to change. Here are some questions that will stimulate your 
thinking as you learn about leadership from observing and reflecting on 
the work of educators as leaders.

•	 What	 are	 the	 differences	 between	 effective	 and	 ineffective	
instructors?

•	 What	talents	do	the	best	instructors	seem	to	have?

•	 How	do	the	best	instructors	interact	with	students?

•	 How	 do	 the	 best	 instructors	 organize	 lessons	 and	 classroom	
activities?

•	 How	do	the	most	effective	instructors	persuade	others?

•	 How	do	effective	 instructors	use	their	 talents	when	they	teach	
and interact with students?

•	 Which	talents	do	you	have	in	common	with	the	most	effective	
instructors?

3. Leadership development and class selection

Almost all the classes in a field of study can provide valuable insights for 
the learner who intentionally wants to develop leadership strengths. Here 
are some examples:

•	 any	classes	in	communication	studies	or	speech	

•	 any	classes	in	leadership	studies	or	management	

•	 almost	all	classes	in	sociology	or	social	psychology

•	 most	classes	in	organizational	development,	organizational	psy-
chology, and community development

•	 humanities	classes	that	focus	on	rhetoric	and	persuasion

•	 philosophy	classes	in	argumentation	and	logical	reasoning
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•	 mathematical	reasoning	and	patterns	in	scientific	problem-solv-
ing classes most classes in political science

•	 many	classes	in	cultural	anthropology

•	 many	classes	in	ethnic	and	cross-cultural	studies

•	 history	and	other	social	science	classes	that	focus	on	the	dynam-
ics of change and/or the influence of particular leaders in the 
change process

4. Leadership development in class assignments and independent 
studies

Make class assignments work for you by applying them to the study of 
leaders and leadership. We recommend you focus your studies on the 
best leaders and the reasons for their outstanding performances. You may 
be able to do library research and study historical or current leaders. You 
might even conduct your own investigations of the best leaders you know 
or those who are superior in a particular field. As you study, here are 
some questions to consider. What is it that makes these leaders so ef-
fective? What are their greatest talents? In what environment and with 
what groups of people do leaders with certain talents seem to be most 
effective?

5. Leadership development in athletics

On the most basic level, athletics can help you understand a lot about 
leadership and the concept of talents and strengths. You also learn about 
how you need different types of talent to play different kinds of sports 
and positions. There’s also the whole challenge of developing strengths 
and the taking the right attitudes.

Additional insights about leadership can be gained from asking the 
following questions about sports and athletic competition. What makes 
a great coach? How do effective coaches work with their players?

•	 What	are	effective	coaches	doing	during	practice	and	during	a	
game?

•	 What	are	the	most	important	elements	of	preparation?

•	 What	are	the	most	 important	things	to	do	and	not	do	during	
training?

Developing Leadership Strengths in College
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•	 What	is	the	best	way	to	learn	a	new	approach,	a	new	play,	or	new	
moves?

•	 What	 is	 involved	 in	 changing	 old	 habits	 and	 developing	 new	
ones?

•	 What	are	the	best	ways	to	formulate	goals?

•	 How	can	you	best	develop	a	team	and	“team	spirit”?

•	 How	 can	 you	 best	 deal	 with	 discouragements,	 injuries,	 and	
setbacks?

•	 What	are	the	most	effective	ways	to	maintain	motivation?

6. Leadership development through internships and experiential 
education opportunities

Most colleges and universities offer internships in which you can work 
with professionals in a given field. These provide up-close and personal 
looks at how leadership works in real life. Even if the internship isn’t 
the most positive experience, you can learn what not to do when you 
are a leader. Also, you may have opportunities to perform several other 
leadership functions through your internship or experiential education 
opportunity.

7. Leadership development in study groups

As you work with other students in study groups, use your various talents 
to help yourself and others learn. For example, an effective leader helps 
others use their talents to help the group function better and to move 
toward a desired goal. Likewise, consider the talents of other members of 
your study group, and try to allocate the tasks of the study group accord-
ing to those talents.

As you use study groups to develop leadership strengths, look for ev-
ery opportunity to help other people learn more about their most natu-
ral talents. In the process, you will be learning more about your own.

8. Leadership development through student organizations

Student clubs, organizations, and service projects provide some of the 
best leadership development opportunities available on campus. But this 
also presents a massive challenge because students have multiple commit-
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ments and competing priorities, and their work in student organizations 
is almost exclusively unpaid. However, students who meet the challenge 
of providing appropriate attention to each of their responsibilities receive 
excellent opportunities to develop leadership strengths.

9. Leadership development through employment experience

Nearly every college student works to pay for some or all of his or her 
college and living expenses. But rather than considering employment 
as only a job for earning money, try to make it a learning experience 
through which you can develop leadership talents.

Managing others can be one of the most important aspects of lead-
ership. From the strengths perspective, managers will be most effective if 
they capitalize on their greatest talents and consciously use them as they 
manage others.

The best management approaches take into account the talents of 
both the manager and those who are managed. One of Gallup’s bestsell-
ing books, Now, Discover Your Strengths, offers specific strategies for how 
a manager can use his or her talents to best manage others. The same 
book describes how to take into account the individual talents of those 
who are being managed.

Armed with the knowledge contained in Now, Discover Your 
Strengths, you’ll be able to see when people are and are not using their 
talents in management, and you can begin thinking about how you can 
best manage others by most effectively using your own talents. 

10. Other opportunities for leadership development within the 
college experience

In addition to the opportunities listed above, the college experience pro-
vides countless opportunities to develop your leadership abilities. For 
example, most colleges provide opportunities for students to become in-
volved in musical performances, drama, theater, and other artistic modes 
of expression. 

Developing leadership strengths is a process that begins with who 
you are, then moves to what you do. Here are principles that you can 
follow to become a person who leads on the basis of your talents. 
•	 Realize	 that	 you	do	not	need	 to	be	 in	 a	 formal	 leadership	 role	 to	

provide valuable leadership. Identify the specific leadership tasks that 
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you can perform with strength, and take them on when the oppor-
tunity arises.

•	 Lead	with	your	 talents	 as	 you	work	 in	groups	 to	help	 them	reach	
goals.

•	 Pay	close	attention	to	others	in	the	organization,	and	try	to	identify	
their most powerful talents.

•	 Encourage	 others	 in	 the	 organization	 by	 helping	 them	 see	 the	
positive contributions they are making as they use their talents 
productively.

•	 Create	opportunities	for	others	to	develop	and	use	their	talents	—	op-
portunities to do what they naturally do best.

•	 Become	clear	about	your	personal	goals,	and	help	the	members	of	
the organization focus on the goals they want to accomplish.

This aspect of becoming a strengths-based leader cannot be empha-
sized enough: Be intentional. Purposely look at each college experience 
in terms of learning something about how to be a leader. Whether you 
are a leader or a follower doesn’t matter. In either role, you can learn 
something about leadership.



Chapter IX
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For more than 30 years, Professor Robert Rosenthal has conducted 
experiments on the power of expectations to influence performance 

and intellectual competence. Here is a summary of one of his most fa-
mous experiments:

Oak School is a public elementary school with approximately 
650 students. At the beginning of one school year, all of the 
students were pre-tested with a standard test of intelligence. 
The teachers were told that the test could predict “intellectual 
blooming” and also predict which students would soon experi-
ence “spurts” of intellectual development.

About 20% of the Oak School students were identified as “po-
tential bloomers.” Each of the 18 teachers was given the names 
of those “special” students in his or her class who would show 
dramatic intellectual growth in the academic year ahead. These 
predictions were allegedly made on the basis of these “special” 
students’ scores on the test for potential “academic blooming.”

However, the “special” students had actually been chosen ran-
domly. The difference between them and the “ordinary” stu-
dents was only in the minds of the teachers.

All of the Oak School students were retested with the same in-
telligence test after one semester and again at the end of the 
year. 

When the test scores of the “special” students and the “ordinary” 
students were calculated, both groups showed an improvement 
in total I.Q., verbal I.Q., and reasoning I.Q. But when the two 
groups were compared, 47% of the “special” students had gained 
20 or more total I.Q. points, while only 19% of the “ordinary” 
students gained 20 or more total I.Q. points.

The Power of Expectations

Research by Dr. Rosenthal and others clearly indicates that our ex-
pectations have a powerful effect on ourselves and others. These expec-
tations influence our actions, attitudes, motivation, and perseverance. 
In fact, they influence every aspect of achieving, including whether or 
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not we will even enter into activities where we can achieve excellence. 
Because of the critical importance of expectations, we want you to con-
sider these questions. 

1. Why do you think the “special” students at Oak School per-
formed so well?

2. If these “special” students had the ability to achieve such 
excellence all along, why hadn’t they performed as well 
before?

3. If these teachers were able to promote achievement among 
“special” students at this level, what could have happened if 
they had realized that all of their students were special?

4. Are there certain people whom you think are special? If so, 
what expectations do you have of them?

5. In what ways do your expectations of these special people 
influence their achievements and performance?

6. In what ways do you think you are special and have real 
potential for blossoming?

7. In what ways are your self-expectations encouraging your 
achievements and performance?

The Missed Opportunities Revealed by Rosenthal’s Research

Dr. Rosenthal’s research has been very helpful in improving how 
teachers are trained and the expectations they have of themselves, their 
roles, and their interactions with students. But this research also shines a 
light on what we believe is a series of key points.

The first key point is that the “special” students always had the abil-
ity to blossom, but no one ever brought that ability to the surface. If the 
“special” students wouldn’t have had the ability before the school year 
began, no amount of good teaching could have produced results that 
were more than double what the “ordinary” students achieved.

The second key point is that it took fraudulent information from a 
researcher to get the teachers to help their students blossom. The teachers 
already had the ability to produce academic achievements among their 
students. The teachers were not given any different curriculum, nor were 
they given any additional teaching methods, training, or new technol-
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ogy. Sadly, although these teachers already had within them the ability to 
inspire students to blossom, they had not put that ability to use.

The third key point revealed by Rosenthal’s research was that the 
underperformance by both the students and the teachers stemmed from 
the teachers’ “ordinary” expectations of their “ordinary” students. Just 
think about all of the students at Oak School who did not achieve their 
potential because their teachers didn’t see them as being anything special. 
The sad thing about this is that normal expectations are usually low.

Some students experience only negative expectations every day. 
Some of these negative expectations are placed arbitrarily on young 
people simply because of how they look, their gender, socio-economic 
status, or ethnicity.

A great deal of research is now being conducted about the topic of 
“stereotype threat.” This research shows that when people are in an envi-
ronment where they perceive that they are being stereotyped with neg-
ative expectations about their abilities to perform, their performances 
confirm the negative expectations, like self-fulfilling prophecies. Research 
by Stanford University Professor Claude Steele and others reveals that 
environmental expectations form and reinforce self-expectations that di-
rectly influence performance. 

What Really Happened in the Rosenthal Studies of 
Expectations?

The teachers in Rosenthal’s study acted differently toward the “spe-
cial” students, both in how they taught and in how they interacted with 
these students. In essence, the experimenters had changed the teachers’ 
approaches to their students by manipulating the teachers’ perceptions 
of the students.

More than 400 studies have been conducted to document the pow-
erful effects of expectations. Drs. Rosenthal and Monica Harris have syn-
thesized the research findings from many of these studies to determine 
exactly what teachers do when they are given more favorable informa-
tion about certain “high potential” students. What follows is a list of the 
teachers’ behaviors toward the students who they were told had special 
abilities and special potential for achieving.

1. Teachers expressed more positive attitudes, behaviors, and 
emotional warmth toward the “special” students.

Becoming Your Own Best Educator and Learner
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2. Teachers more frequently acknowledged, applied, and/or 
summarized what the “special” students had to say.

3. Teachers taught the “special” students more challenging ma-
terial than they presented to the “normal” students.

4. Teachers interacted with the “special” students more fre-
quently about both academic and nonacademic topics.

5. Teachers made eye contact with the “special” students more 
frequently.

6. Teachers asked the “special” students more questions.

7. Teachers gave the “special” students more positive feedback 
and praise.

A Radical Idea: Become Your Own Best Teacher

Dr. Winston C. Doby has conceptualized a learning system based 
on a group of beliefs found among outstanding learners. In particular, he 
has found that top learners believe they are their own best teachers and 
take personal responsibility for their own learning.

Quite often, an ineffective relationship between a teacher and a 
learner is the result of miscommunication or a lack of communication. 
But when you are your own teacher and your own learner, there is very 
little chance of these communication problems. Your inner dialogue and 
your clear self-awareness are primary reasons why you can be your own 
best teacher and your own best learner. Also, the basis for your positive 
expectations about yourself is neither random nor fraudulent. You know 
you have talents of great value.

We challenge you to be at least as good with your “student within” 
as the teachers in Rosenthal’s study were with their special students.

Putting this in practical terms, consider doing the following.
1. Express positive attitudes toward yourself as a learner.

2. Use challenging material to encourage growth. 

3. Give positive feedback and praise to your learner within.
Know	this:	If	you	want	to	achieve	excellence	in	education,	you	must	

assume the responsibility of being your own best teacher and your own 
best learner.
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Perception of Talent

Perception of talent plays an extremely influential role in a person’s 
motivation to achieve.

When people perceive that they have minimal talent, they usually 
avoid any activity that may reveal that lack of talent. Procrastination is 
a typical manifestation of a perceived lack of talent. It’s like a game in 
which you do everything at the last minute so that if you don’t succeed, 
you can blame the failure on a lack of time rather than a lack of talent.

In our experience, most people perceive that they have little talent, 
if any at all. And even when people are aware of their talents, they aren’t 
very clear about the nature of their talents or what to do with them. 
They also tend to believe that their talents have limited uses and are ap-
plicable in only one or two areas.

People may even totally misperceive a powerful talent, thinking it is 
a weakness.

We emphasize the perception of talent because when people decide 
to enter or avoid an achievement activity, they are not making their de-
cision based on what their talents really are or what they are actually 
capable of doing through them. They make their achievement or avoid-
ance decision on the basis of their perception of their talents.

Becoming Your Own Best Educator and Learner

It’s been said that there’s no lasting change without a change of iden-
tity. Your identity is your perception of who you are, and it forms the 
boundaries of what you attempt to do. People seldom undertake tasks 
beyond their perception of who they are and what they can do.

Earlier in this chapter, we presented the radical idea that you are 
your own best teacher. This idea by Dr. Doby is similar to Parker Palmer’s 
concept of the educator within. We would like to take these ideas to a 
higher level and encourage you to pursue a greater identity: You are your 
own best educator and learner.

Never forget that we live in a fast-moving world in which only three 
things are certain: (1) rapid change, (2) continuing knowledge explo-
sion, and (3) increasingly complex relationships that are more difficult to 
maintain. To cope, let alone achieve in this environment, everyone faces 
the possibility of becoming “obsolete” if they don’t keep learning.

Becoming Your Own Best Educator and Learner
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Lifelong learning isn’t a luxury; it’s a necessity. Being a lifelong learn-
er is your only way of coping with rapid change, knowledge explosion, 
and complex relationships. No matter what field you enter, you must 
forever be a learner, or you will be left behind.



Chapter X
s t r e n g t h s  a n d  c a r e e r  p l a n n i n g





235

Mark Twain told the story of a man who searched his whole life for 
the world’s greatest general. When the man died, he arrived in 

heaven and walked up to St. Peter and said, “I’m looking for the world’s 
greatest general.”

St. Peter replied, “I know. We’ve been expecting you, and I have 
good news. If you will look right over there, you will see the world’s 
greatest general.”

The older man excitedly looked over and said, “That’s not the world’s 
greatest general. That man was a cobbler on Main Street in my home-
town.” St. Peter responded, “But had he been a general, he would have 
been the greatest general ever.”

This story is not meant to demean cobblers at all. The work of a cob-
bler is meaningful and requires very special talents. But the story does 
raise some fundamental questions: Did the cobbler know what he had 
the potential to do? Did he know that he had the talent to be the world’s 
greatest general? Did anyone try to convince him that he could be des-
tined for greatness?

Twain’s tale points to a painful truth that’s echoed in the words of 
Oliver Wendell Holmes: “Most people go to their graves with their mu-
sic still inside them.” There are plenty of perfectly good cobblers out 
there who could have been great generals, given the opportunity or en-
couragement. Maybe, given the choice, they would still have chosen to 
be cobblers. But they also could have pursued completely different, per-
haps historic, careers. 

Give this tale some thought when planning your own career. We 
want the music that is inside you to be heard!

It’s a Question of Fit

The Chinese philosopher Confucius had it right 2,500 years ago: 
“Choose a job you love, and you will never have to work a day in your 
life.” We spend half our waking hours at work — 90,000 hours of our 
lives, if we work from college graduation to retirement at age 65. That’s 
a lot of time that can be spent either doing something you love — and 
marveling at the fact that you’re getting paid for it — or dreading get-
ting up every morning. In the United States, only 13% of workers say 
they find their work meaningful, and a mere 20% think they’re in jobs 
that are using their talents (Miller, 1999). If you’re like us, you want 
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to be counted among the 1 in 5 that enjoys going to work on Monday 
morning. 

From childhood on, your parents, teachers, and well-meaning friends 
and relatives have been asking you, “What do you want to be when you 
grow up?” The pressure to make the right choice only intensifies as you 
head to college. Many people think you should have it figured out by 
the time you arrive on campus. Yet the reality is that choosing a career is 
a daunting task, and you’re not alone if you struggle with it. Anywhere 
from 60 to 85% of entering college students change their major at least 
once. So it’s important to recognize that this is a big deal that people 
struggle with and that may take some time to figure out. Some avoid it 
as long as possible, and others take the easy road and choose whatever 
career they think their parents might like them to pursue.

Read just about any book on career choice and you’ll find a theme 
that runs through them all: Choosing a career is all about the right fit. 
When you find a career that fits you, work doesn’t seem so much like 
work anymore; work allows you to express the essence of who you are 
and brings you joy. Thomas Edison claimed, “I never did a day’s work in 
my life. It was all fun.” 

Interestingly, he was also the one who said, “Genius is one percent 
inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration.” Interviews with peo-
ple in their seventies and eighties have revealed that those who had a 
passion for their work were also the ones who felt their lives were most 
fulfilling and meaningful (Leider & Shapiro, 2001). And at the end of 
life, that’s what counts: looking back on a life well-lived and feeling that 
you made a difference.

Because this is an issue of fit, one question that comes to mind is 
whether there’s one perfect fit, one right career choice. We might like to 
think that there is some career out there that will be just right. But we 
don’t know of any cases where that is true. Our studies of the top achiev-
ers in most careers and professions indicate that they “invent” ways to 
apply their greatest talents and existing strengths as they work. If they 
can’t, they move on until they find a career in which they can. 

These superior performers know what we hope you’ll soon discov-
er — that the secret is to find a way to maximize your greatest talents 
where you are right now, in whatever you are doing. If you’re a full-time 
student, your “job” is that of a student; how do you maximize your tal-
ents in that role? If you’re also a parent or work in a clothing store to pay 
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your way through college, how do you make the most of your talents in 
those roles? 

Because of all the rapid change in our society, half the jobs that will 
exist in your lifetime don’t even exist yet. Therefore, college is not about 
preparing you for a job, or even for a career. It’s about preparing you for 
life, to become a lifelong learner who knows how to gain the knowledge 
and skills that are needed for new challenges. So relax — your choice of 
major and even your choice of career don’t lock you in for life, and you 
have the rest of your life to adjust the fit. There are many careers that will 
allow you to develop and apply a great number of strengths. 

Does this mean that you can be anything you want to be when you 
grow up? Well, that’s certainly the American dream. But it’s also the 
American myth! It’s democratic and reflects our national character to say 
that anyone can become the next president or CEO or movie star. But 
the truth is you can become only a highly developed version of who you 
already are — you can only grow into your own potential. You’ve been 
wired from early in life, perhaps even from birth, to love certain things, 
to see the world a certain way, to blossom in particular environments, 
and to respond naturally and easily to specific opportunities. 

Just as an acorn can’t become a palm tree, you can’t become some-
thing other than the very best of who you already are — which is not 
such a bad deal after all! Reaching your full potential, becoming the per-
son you were created to be, is an aspiration that will take a lifetime but 
will be much more satisfying than unsuccessfully struggling to become 
someone you are not.

So what is “fit” all about? Exactly what are the pieces that must fit 
together for a satisfying career? There are really only two of them: who 
you are and what you do. Psychologists call it “person-environment 
fit.” Theologians sometimes refer to it as a “calling.” We like theologian 
Frederick Buechner’s definition of calling: “where your deep gladness 
meets the world’s deep needs.” It’s all about becoming the person you 
were created to be in order to do the work you were designed to do. It’s 
that simple — and that complicated.

Strengths and Career Planning
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Your Deep Gladness

It all starts with you. Any search for a good fit begins with a good 
look inside yourself. Or as Parker Palmer says, “Before I can tell my life 
what I want to do with it, I must listen to my life telling me who I 
am” (Palmer, 2000, p. 4). What is your “deep gladness”? What brings 
you joy? What energizes you and gets you up in the morning? These are 
helpful clues in your search for the right fit. We want to encourage you 
to see what’s right with you. We want you to take seriously those most 
important and most precious parts of your identity, and then bring these 
aspects into the career-planning process.

If you can’t think of anything that gets you up in the morning these 
days, reflect on when you were in fourth or fifth grade. What did you 
love to do? How did you spend your time? What could absorb you for 
hours? Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi talks about the concept of 
“flow” that occurs when we enjoy a task so much that we lose all track of 
time and aren’t thinking about ourselves or our performance. 

Interestingly, adults report this experience occurs during work 
three times more often than in any other activity. Flow happens when 
you’re challenged and stretched, but are equal to the task. Athletes and 
musicians sometimes refer to it as “playing in the zone.” Everything 
falls into place, you don’t exactly know how you did it, but you were 
able to excel in a way that brought deep satisfaction — that “deep glad-
ness” we referred to earlier. People who have developed strengths and 
are in environments that allow their talents to flourish are far more 
likely to experience this “flow.”

Watch any group of children and it will be clear what they love to 
do — and what they don’t. The seeds of their future have been planted 
and are beginning to blossom. No one has yet told them that they can’t 
get a job doing what they love and there’s no pressure yet to follow in 
Mom or Dad’s footsteps by becoming a doctor or lawyer. No teacher has 
yet said that they don’t have what it takes. 

There’s a saying that goes, “Genius is childhood recaptured.” Your 
childhood reflects the genius of your most naturally powerful talents. 
So think back to your childhood, put aside the fears that have come 
with growing a little older, and ask yourself, “What would I love to do, if 
I didn’t have to worry about making money and if I knew I could not fail?” 
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Your answer is a clue to your deep gladness, and it’s the most important 
piece of the puzzle.

After you’ve had a chance to think about this question, there are 
some other things you can do to figure out who you are and where your 
deep gladness lies. Talking about your Signature Themes with the most 
important people in your life can help; taking career inventories and dis-
cussing the results with a career counselor can give you some clues; and 
discussing your dreams with your advisor or your favorite professor can 
aid you in pinpointing what’s most important to you and what you’re 
passionate about. 

Meeting the World’s Deep Needs

If the first piece of the career-choice puzzle is knowing who you are 
and what brings you deep gladness, the second piece is connecting that 
to what you do — how you can meet the world’s deep needs. Leaving 
the planet a little better off than you found it is a worthy goal. A sense of 
mission and purpose for your life can energize you and keep you going 
when you encounter the natural obstacles of life. 

What kind of difference do you want to make in the world? What 
kind of legacy do you want to leave as your imprint after you’re gone? 
The college years aren’t usually a time when thoughts about the end of 
life are foremost in your mind, and that’s as it should be. But the kind of 
life you live is being determined now by the choices you make every day. 
So what life are you beginning to craft for yourself? What are the first 
chapters of your legacy?

You’ve already begun to write the story that will become your life 
legacy. Look back over the jobs you’ve had, hobbies you’ve enjoyed, and 
memorable volunteer work. See any patterns? Can you put into words 
what you liked or disliked about each job or volunteer opportunity? On 
your best days, what were you doing? When you experienced a sense of 
fulfillment or satisfaction with work well done, what had you done to 
make that happen? 

Some environments allow your talents to flourish more than others. 
Research has shown that most of the stress of life is due to the environ-
ments we’re in, more so than what we are doing in those environments 
(Miller, 1999). Environments that reflect our values are more likely to 
enable us to capitalize on our talents. British author Samuel Butler said, 

Strengths and Career Planning
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“People are always good company when they are doing what they re-
ally enjoy.” Finding the environment that brings out your best and that 
allows you to develop strengths by capitalizing on your most powerful 
talents is the secret to making a wise career choice.

So how do you discover the kinds of environments that are likely 
to allow you to maximize your talents? Your previous experiences offer a 
clue, as does what you learn from job shadowing — following someone 
who is in a career you think you might enjoy over the course of several 
days or weeks. But there’s another way. 

Psychologist John Holland (1992) devised a method of determin-
ing person-environment fit back in the early 1970s when he found that 
there were six basic types of people and there were specific kinds of en-
vironments that seemed to fit those types. He believed that people are 
happiest in their work when they are in congruent environments — en-
vironments that are a good fit for them. It’s important to note that people 
don’t fit neatly into boxes like this; most of us are not only one type but 
are a combination, and most environments also have a mix of charac-
teristics. But Holland’s research on vocational types has stood the test of 
time and can be a useful lens as you think about environments that will 
allow you to best maximize and apply your talents. You can ask a career 
counselor how you take the Self-Directed Search, which is a measure of 
Holland’s vocational types. We recommend that you take a number of 
different career inventories as part of your career exploration process.

A large group of college students from across the United States and 
the	United	Kingdom	has	 taken	 both	 the	Clifton	 StrengthsFinder	 and	
a measure of Holland’s vocational types. Their responses give us some 
clues as to the types of environments that are a good fit for talents from 
certain themes. These results can be found in the appendix of this book 
and	 on	 the	 StrengthsQuest	Web	 site.	Keep	 in	mind	 that	 each	 person	
has a unique combination of talents, so any connections between your 
Signature Themes and your Holland type are simply to give you a place 
to start as you think about meeting the world’s deep needs. In the pages 
that follow, we’ve outlined some of the environments that are likely to 
allow your talents to flourish, based on the research we’ve done with the 
Clifton StrengthsFinder and Holland’s vocational types.

It’s important to remember that StrengthsFinder is not a career in-
ventory, however, and does not tell you what career path to follow. It 
simply helps you discover the areas where your greatest talents lie so that 
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you can build on them in whatever roles you’re in throughout your life. 
Knowing	more	about	yourself	helps	you	in	the	process	of	figuring	out	
the environments that are likely to bring out your best. This journey 
may begin in your teens, but it continues for a lifetime. Whether you 
are choosing a career for the first time or changing careers in midlife, the 
process involves knowing yourself and connecting that self-awareness to 
environments that will allow your talents to flourish.

Remember that strengths are developed when your greatest talents 
have been combined with skills and knowledge appropriate to the task. 
As powerful as talents are, they alone cannot allow you to experience 
deep gladness in your work. It’s only when the talent has been honed 
with skills and knowledge to the point of strength that you will experi-
ence enough success to bring joy. Author Pearl S. Buck noted this when 
she said, “The secret of joy in work is contained in one word — excel-
lence. To know how to do something well is to enjoy it.” So the clues 
to the environments that might bring out your best are simply a start-
ing place for you to consider as you begin the exploration for a con-
nection between who you are and what you do. Gaining the skills and 
knowledge to do the job at the level of strength is what will allow you to 
achieve excellence.

The Good News

The good news is that in your talents you already have within you 
what you need to become your best self and achieve in several differ-
ent careers. Your greatest talents are simply waiting to be discovered. 
It needs to be uncovered rather than discovered. That’s what the Clifton 
StrengthsFinder helps you do: It gives you some clues that help you 
discover your talents. Your Signature Themes are the areas where your 
greatest talents most likely reside, based on how you responded to the 
assessment.

On the following pages, we have outlined each theme and under 
each have described some environments that might encourage the tal-
ents reflected in the theme. We’ve also provided some suggestions that 
will capitalize on some of the talents within that theme throughout your 
career-exploration	 process.	Keep	 in	mind	 that	 your	 Signature	Themes	
combine in unique ways; the talents that lie within the Ideation theme 
look different when combined with the talents from the Woo, Positivity, 

Strengths and Career Planning
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Communication, and Activator themes, and potentially would fit with 
different environments than if those talents were combined with the 
talents found within the Strategic, Futuristic, Intellection, and Input 
themes. The suggestions we give on the following pages are simply 
meant to provide you with a place to start exploring. They are meant to 
open the doors to a journey of uncovering your deep gladness and how it 
might meet some of the world’s deep needs.
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Applying Achiever Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Achiever talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	As a talented achiever, you probably are attracted to goals. Take 
the time to establish clear and relevant objectives that will guide 
your intense efforts.

	Make a list of the steps to take in choosing a career, beginning 
with a visit to the career center on your campus. The list — and 
being able to cross items off it as you follow through on them 
— will give you a sense of direction as well as a deep sense of 
accomplishment.

	Roles that challenge you and reward your hard work will allow 
your Achiever talents to flourish. 

	Work environments that provide incentives for quality or pro-
ductivity are likely to bring out your best efforts.

	Find a place where your productivity, stamina, intensity, and 
drive for completion will make you a valued team member.

Achiever in Careers
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Applying Activator Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Activator talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	People with exceptional Activator talents like to jump right in 
and start, so your best approach to career planning is to try out 
various roles. Look for part-time jobs, work-study on campus, 
or volunteer opportunities where you can “try on” a career that 
looks interesting to you.

	Identify formal or informal leadership roles on campus where 
your Activator talents can flourish. 

	Powerful Activator talents make you good at the starting line. 
Look for work environments that will reward you for getting 
people out of the blocks quickly.

	Consider becoming an entrepreneur. Make of list of possible 
businesses you could start, grow, and sell once they show a prof-
it. Understand that you may lose interest once an enterprise is so 
fine-tuned to the point that it runs on its own.

	Understand that some supervisors and managers may feel threat-
ened by your insistence on making decisions and acting without 
delay. Your Activator talents will flourish best in an environment 
where quick decision-making is valued and there is not a lot of 
hierarchical structure.

Activator in Careers
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Applying Adaptability Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Adaptability talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Those with great Adaptability talents often respond well to 
changing demands. Shadow people in careers that are attractive 
to you and watch how they continually respond to the varied 
requests of their customers or clients.

	Interview individuals who have jobs that demand flexibility and 
a comfort with rapid change. Ask what their typical day is like.

	Gain part-time or seasonal employment in organizations where 
the demand for flexibility exists hour-by-hour and day-by-day. 
Pay attention to ways in which your Adaptability talents benefit 
you in these settings.

	Your Adaptability talents will flourish in environments that re-
ward responsiveness and your ability to “turn on a dime.”

	You may thrive in chaos. Avoid environments that are highly 
structured or routine, with lots of rules and regulations.

	Talk to people in the entertainment industry. Interview design-
ers or producers and ask them to describe their work and the 
types of satisfaction they receive from it.

Adaptability in Careers
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Applying Analytical Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Analytical talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Many people who are exceptionally talented in the Analytical 
theme are good at weighing evidence. 

	Ask good questions of people who are currently in careers that 
interest you. One hallmark of Analytical talents is the quality of 
your questions. Put that to good use in selecting a career.

	Talk to people who work in such fields as accounting, finance, 
sciences, forensics, computer technology, journalism, or other 
fields that involve data analysis or problem solving to find out 
what they enjoy most about their work.

	Explore jobs that allow you to make decisions based on your eval-
uation of facts, data, tangible evidence, and research findings.

	Environments that allow you the freedom to explore and think 
will allow your Analytical talents to flourish.

	Working with data and systems analysis, engaging in research, 
and critiquing ideas tend to bring out your best.

Analytical in Careers
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Applying Arranger Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Arranger talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	People who are especially talented in the Arranger theme often 
arrange and rearrange bits and pieces until a pattern emerges. 
This talent can be useful in career planning. Map out a success 
plan for your education — arrange and rearrange it to accom-
modate all possible scenarios as you think about careers that in-
terest you.

	Keep	your	options	open.	Explore	a	variety	of	careers,	knowing	
that it will all fall into place at the right time.

	Environments that give you contact with people and allow you 
the freedom and flexibility to work with others and plan events 
will allow your Arranger talents to flourish.

	You may be a whiz at juggling schedules and people. Environ-
ments that call upon these talents may often be very rewarding 
to you.

	Your Arranger talents may be most obvious during stressful or 
chaotic times. Environments that encourage multitasking and 
are relatively unpredictable may bring out your best.

	Talk to event planners, travel agents, human resource directors, 
city managers, or case work supervisors. Ask them what they 
enjoy most about their daily work. 

Arranger in Careers
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Applying Belief Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Belief talents. As you think them over, select those that appeal 
to you most.

	Spend time thinking about your “calling.” Once you have artic-
ulated this mission, seek more information at the career center 
about careers that can help you fulfill it.

	A mentoring relationship can provide a valuable way for you 
to gain insight into the fit between who you are and what you 
were meant to do with your life. Mentoring and being mentored 
increases the chances for your behaviors, decisions, and beliefs to 
remain congruent.

	Environments that are a good fit with your own mission and 
beliefs will bring out your best. Seek employment in compa-
nies and organizations that exhibit a strong sense of mission 
— that is, a commitment to positively affecting the quality of 
people’s lives.

	Research opportunities in helping professions such as medicine, 
law enforcement, social work, refugee relocation, teaching, minis-
try, and search-and-rescue. Talk with people who provide services 
to individuals in need. Interview those who supervise them.

	Environments that are people-oriented, that provide service to 
others, or that reward personal growth are likely to allow your 
Belief talents to flourish.

	Workplaces that respect your commitment to your family and 
allow for a balance between work and family demands will en-
able you to thrive.

Belief in Careers
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Applying Command Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Command talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Explore your career options by trying out various roles in part-
time jobs or volunteer work.

	Seek to hone your Command talents by filling formal or in-
formal leadership roles in organizations. Ask for feedback from 
others in the group.

	Leverage your persuasiveness when choosing a career. Talk to 
people in fields such as law, sales, politics, or theatre about how 
they use their persuasive talents to succeed.

	Investigate careers that offer upward mobility. You probably are 
unlikely to be intimidated by others — including people in posi-
tions considered superior to yours.

	Assume a role that permits you to create and control your own 
and others’ work. Environments that encourage your leadership 
will bring out your best. 

	Your comfort in “calling the shots” can be especially useful in 
crises. Environments that regularly deal with crises or rapid deci-
sion making will allow your Command talents to flourish.

Command in Careers
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Applying Communication Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Communication talents. As you think them over, select those 
that appeal to you most.

	Arrange to have conservations with people who are currently in 
careers that interest you. By hearing their stories, you will be-
come better able to determine whether those environments and 
careers would suit your talents and interests.

	Go to career fairs at which you can interact with lots of different 
people about a great variety of roles.

	You might be a natural storyteller. Interview storytellers such 
as stand-up comedians, actors, motivational speakers, teachers, 
public relations specialists, politicians, ministers, and corporate 
trainers to see how they use their Communication talents in 
their daily work.

	Explore opportunities to serve as the spokesperson for an orga-
nization, product, political candidate, company, school district, 
hospital, or elected official. These opportunities would allow you 
to try out your Communication talents in roles that could meet 
some of the world’s deep needs. 

	Environments that allow for significant social interaction on a 
daily basis will allow your Communication talents to flourish. 
Steer clear of environments that do not offer this opportunity, as 
they might drain your energy.

	Cooperative, interactive, educational, and political environ-
ments are likely to bring out your best.

Communication in Careers



252

Applying Competition Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Competition talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Explore leadership opportunities on campus, particularly in or-
ganizations where you can stimulate others to excel and win.

	Go to the career center and take several different career invento-
ries, then compare yourself to others who are successful in fields 
that interest you.

	Choose work environments that challenge you and in which 
your success can be quantified with scores, ratings, and rank-
ings. Avoid situations lacking meaningful, objective measure-
ment criteria, as you often desire a “yardstick” with which you 
can measure your progress and compare it to that of others.

	Decide whether you prefer to compete as an individual or as a 
team member. Select employment that matches your preference 
either for total or shared control over final results.

	Environments that reward your achievement and offer status or 
prestige are likely to bring out your best.

	Talk to sales reps, politicians, lawyers, athletes, and business 
leaders about what they enjoy most in their work.

Competition in Careers
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Applying Connectedness Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Connectedness talents. As you think them over, select those 
that appeal to you most.

	Use service learning opportunities on campus to explore possible 
careers that interest you. Spend your summers volunteering for 
humanitarian causes to determine the best fit for your talents.

	Talk to your mentor about the connections you see between 
your volunteer opportunities, your values, and your mission in 
life. This relationship can provide a valuable sounding board 
through which you can articulate the connections that you see 
so naturally.

	Consider dedicating a couple of years of your life to serving 
your country or community after graduation. Habitat for Hu-
manity®, the Peace Corps, Volunteers in Service to America 
(VISTA), AmeriCorps®, GreenPeace®, and Teach for America® 
can be good places for you to experience a deep sense of glad-
ness in meeting the world’s deep needs.

	Incorporate your need to serve all of humankind into whatever 
career you choose. Working in fields and for organizations whose 
values mirror your own will enable you to feel the deep sense of 
meaning that is so important to you. 

	Environments that allow you to interact with others and help 
them find meaning and purpose will bring out your best. Avoid 
environments that emphasize routine procedures or rote skills, 
as they may drain you.

	Talk to people who have made a lifetime commitment to a spe-
cific ministry within your faith tradition. Hearing them articulate 
their sense of connectedness and spirituality may help you deter-
mine whether this level of commitment is appropriate for you.

Connectedness in Careers
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Applying Consistency Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Consistency talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Interview people who are currently in jobs that interest you. 
Shadow them to see what they really do day in and day out.

	Go to the career center and talk with a counselor about career 
inventories or lists of jobs that seem consistent with your greatest 
talents.

	Referee intramural athletic events or help create policies in your 
residence hall to see if those applications of the same rules for 
everyone brings out your best.

	Environments that have regulations, policies, procedures, and 
guidelines firmly established are likely to feel more comfortable to 
you and enable you to be more effective and efficient. Less con-
trolled environments probably will not be comfortable for you. 

	Environments that are structured, predictable, and detail-ori-
ented are likely to appeal to you. Search for environments where 
loyalty is valued and equally applied policies are the norm, as 
this emphasis on consistency will enable you to get more done. 

	Research roles in quality assurance, risk management, safety 
compliance, law enforcement, and human resource analysis. 

Consistency in Careers
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Applying Context Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Context talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	Talk to your mentor and to those in jobs that interest you. Ask 
them to tell you about their job searches. What led them to 
choose their particular careers?

	Read as much as you can about career planning, so you’ll under-
stand the process from beginning to end. That understanding 
of the total experience will give you the security to consider a 
variety of options.

	You recognize that past behavior is often the best predictor of 
future behavior. Spend some time thinking about your own past 
choices and how they might be connected to good possibilities 
for your future. 

	Your Context talents are likely to flourish in environments that 
allow you to explore how things came to be the way they are. 

	Collegial environments with strong traditions, rituals, and a 
sense of organizational history will often bring out your best 
efforts. 

	Interview archeologists, historians, museum curators, humani-
ties professors, or antique appraisers about their talents and what 
they love about their work. 

Context in Careers
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Applying Deliberative Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Deliberative talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Collect as much information as you can about the careers that 
interest you. Search occupational handbooks, lists in occupa-
tional guides, and online sources. Take the time to think things 
through, possibly listing the pros and cons of careers that inter-
est you. 

	Environments in which you can independently conduct thor-
ough analysis are likely to help you be most effective.

	You likely are a good questioner of actions, helping others to 
think through their decisions before moving ahead too quickly.

	You tend to be a private person, so environments where people 
are known for being discreet and trustworthy will likely bring 
out your best. Environments that expect a lot of socializing or 
interpersonal interaction or that demand persuasion or selling 
will not be as comfortable for you.

	Explore the roles of risk analysts, financial officers, judges, 
and others whose work benefits from careful thinking and 
deliberation.

Deliberative in Careers
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Applying Developer Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Developer talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Interview people who are currently in jobs that interest you. 
Shadow them to see what they really do day in and day out. You 
enjoy having this personal connection to what interests you.

	Talk to your mentor about the career planning process. Use that 
relationship as a sounding board for making decisions.

	You likely have a talent for noting people’s progress and for help-
ing them become even better at what they do. Seek an environ-
ment in which your work involves getting “people done through 
work” rather than “work done through people.”

	You will be most satisfied in a career that provides some type of 
service to people or in which organizational success is based on 
interpersonal relationships and your ability to help people be 
successful.

	Environments that are collaborative and people-oriented, where 
you can be part of a team but also have time to work one-on-one 
with others, is likely to allow your Developer talents to flourish. 

	Talk to counselors, teachers, speech therapists, athletic coach-
es, acting coaches, life coaches, and those who work in your 
campus learning center to find out what they enjoy most about 
their work.

Developer in Careers
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Applying Discipline Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Discipline talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Collect all the information you might need about making a ca-
reer choice. Use your natural discipline to organize it as you pre-
pare to make a decision.

	Lay out all the steps of the career planning process and follow 
them one by one. Put the steps on a timeline, as timelines often 
motivate you.

	Environments in which you can maintain order for yourself and 
others will enable you to be most effective. Your organizational 
talents can be useful in a wide variety of settings.

	Environments that are structured and detail-oriented, with 
clearly established routines and procedures, will likely bring out 
your best. Cluttered, unpredictable environments may not allow 
your Discipline talents to flourish.

	Work that demands high levels of abstract thinking probably will 
not be comfortable for you. A daily routine and concrete expecta-
tions from others likely will enable you to be most productive.

	Environments that value attention to detail and commitment to 
accuracy will be a good fit for you. Read about the work that air 
traffic controllers, brain surgeons, tax specialists, and executive 
assistants do. 

Discipline in Careers
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Applying Empathy Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Empathy talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	Talk to your mentor about the career planning process. Use that 
relationship as a sounding board for making decisions.

	Interview people who are currently in jobs that interest you. Talk 
to them about how they feel in those roles. 

	Environments that provide regular social interaction and an op-
portunity to collaborate with others will allow your Empathy 
talents to flourish.

	The “emotional tone” of your work environment is important. 
You might find that surrounding yourself with others who are 
positive and upbeat is highly rewarding.

	Seek work environments in which emotions are valued and not 
repressed. The rich emotional economy will be the perfect envi-
ronment for your Empathy talents.

	Interview teachers, counselors, and clergy members and ask 
them how they use their talents in their work.

Empathy in Careers
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Applying Focus Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Focus talents. As you think them over, select those that appeal 
to you most.

	Set specific goals for your career planning. What do you want to 
achieve by the time you graduate? This attention to your destina-
tion and how you will get there will be very engaging and will 
provide great benefits.

	Spend some dedicated time reading about careers that interest 
you and following up with internet searches. Your ability to con-
centrate on a task will stand you in good stead as you research 
career possibilities.

	Although your Focus talents can reveal themselves through high-
ly proactive goal setting, you might sometimes need to have a 
target identified for you.

	You are capable of prolonged concentration and persistence, 
which flourishes in environments with few interruptions and 
little need to multi-task.

	Structured environments that are predictable, detail-oriented, 
and reward your dependability and follow-through are likely to 
bring out your best.

	You might be most satisfied in roles that have identifiable goals, 
purposes, and objectives, and that provide opportunities to meet 
your own longer-term goals. 

Focus in Careers
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Applying Futuristic Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Futuristic talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Your ability to imagine a preferred future can be applied to the 
career planning process. Imagine yourself on graduation day — 
and five years after that. What are you doing? How did you create 
the opportunity?

	Volunteer in an organization where you can help create the future, 
painting vivid pictures for those who work there, helping them 
see the role they will take in making this vision become reality.

	Use the connections you establish in your jobs during college to 
network for the career you envision for yourself after graduation.

	Choose a career in which you can help others envision the future 
and inspire them to create it.

	You are capable of investing lots of time in producing original or 
creative works. Environments that reward vision and creativity, 
allowing you freedom to dream and invent, are likely to enable 
your Futuristic talents to flourish.

	Talk to architects, designers, commercial artists, city planners, 
and others whose careers provide the opportunity to envision 
the future. Ask them what they most enjoy about their work.

Futuristic in Careers
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Applying Harmony Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Harmony talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Talk to your mentors about the career planning process. You will 
value their wisdom and expertise as you make decisions.

	Interview people who are currently in jobs that interest you. Ask 
them what they find most rewarding about their work. Shadow 
them to see what they really do day in and day out.

	You work well and are helpful in team project environments. 
You help others work together even more productively. Your 
Harmony talents promote emotional stability and calmness in 
the group.

	Environments where consensus is the preferred strategy for deci-
sion-making and where you can work your magic behind the 
scenes are likely to bring out your best. 

	Collaborative environments in which you can surround yourself 
with others dedicated to win-win solutions will allow your Har-
mony talents to flourish.

	Environments that lack structure or are unpredictable from day 
to day, or that demand high levels of creativity, are not as likely 
to be comfortable for you. 

	Interview statisticians, tax experts, or financial planners and then 
compare their daily work with those in more people-oriented 
fields to see which sounds more agreeable to you.

Harmony in Careers
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Applying Ideation Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Ideation talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	Ideation talents are all about creativity. Freely imagine yourself 
on graduation day — and five years after that. What are you do-
ing? How did you create the opportunity?

	Brainstorm all the possible careers that could fit your talents. 
Check them out online or in an occupational handbook for de-
tails, then picture yourself in each one. Which one fits best?

	Environments that reward your creativity and give you the time, 
space, and freedom to experiment and dream will bring out your 
best. Often these environments are fast-paced and freewheeling, 
allowing you to run your ideas past others on a daily basis.

	Avoid environments that box you in with routines or that expect 
precision or attention to detail. You will invest significant time 
and produce results without constant supervision. 

	Select an organization where the leaders encourage and solicit 
your divergent thinking, stimulating them to consider some new 
approaches. You will be able to find new and better ways of do-
ing things within the organization, and you may be of assistance 
in strategic planning exercises.

	Consider careers in which creativity seems to be important. Talk 
to strategic planners, consultants, market researchers, designers, 
or people in advertising to find out what they enjoy most about 
their work.

Ideation in Careers
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Applying Includer Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Includer talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	Interview people who are currently in jobs that interest you. 
Shadow them to see what they really do day in and day out. This 
personal interaction with people in careers you are considering 
can help you sort to the best option.

	Make the most of your willingness to include outside sources by 
talking to a career counselor about your interests and what you are 
passionate about. Talking things through with a knowledgeable 
counselor can give you confidence in exploring the possibilities.

	Environments where you can play a welcoming role, such as in 
orienting new employees or recruiting minority staff, can allow 
your Includer talents to flourish. 

	Working with a group that is not always included by others, such 
as physically or mentally challenged children, will allow you to 
use your talents to help others feel better about themselves.

	Environments that encourage teamwork and foster social inter-
action and integration and will bring out your best.

	Talk to youth workers, occupational therapists, social workers, 
special education teachers, and missionaries to learn what they 
find most rewarding about their work.

Includer in Careers
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Applying Individualization Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Individualization talents. As you think them over, select those 
that appeal to you most.

	You realize that there is a unique fit between who you are and 
what you do with your life. Go to the career center and take 
several career inventories. How does each one offer you a unique 
picture of yourself and your interests?

	Interview people who are currently in jobs that interest you. 
Shadow them to see what they really do day in and day out. 
Think about how each one responds differently to their work.

	Your talents can be useful on search committees and in recruit-
ing processes, as you are able to see ways in which people’s talents 
can fit particular roles. 

	Careers in which you could work one-on-one with people would 
allow your Individualization talents to flourish, as you see each 
one as a distinct person and empower them to grow. 

	Environments in which you can mentor others or provide feed-
back to individuals about their performance may bring out 
your best.

	Interview teachers, counselors, corporate trainers, and other in-
dividuals who are able to see the uniqueness in others. How do 
they use their talents in their work?

Individualization in Careers
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Applying Input Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Input talents. As you think them over, select those that appeal 
to you most.

	Collect as much information as you can about the careers that 
interest you. Go online, read books, collect all the brochures at 
the career center and at career fairs. The more information you 
gather, the better your decision will be.

	Go to the career center and take several different career inven-
tories. What does each one tell you about your interests? What 
career possibilities do they suggest you to explore?

	Environments that give you the freedom to pursue threads of 
information and that focus on informed decision-making are 
likely to bring out your best.

	You probably will enjoy a career in which you are always on the 
cutting edge of knowledge and you can gather and share valuable 
pieces of relevant information.

	Choose jobs that require you to be an expert collector and con-
sumer of research. This type of environment will energize you.

	Interview media specialists, librarians, archivists, writers, infor-
mation technologists, and others who work with large amounts 
of information on a daily basis. What do they find most reward-
ing about their work?

Input in Careers



267

Applying Intellection Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Intellection talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Read, read, read! Gather books on careers that interest you, read 
biographies of people in careers that fascinate you, read all the 
brochures and books available at the career center. Then go online 
and read some more. Through your reading you will come to a 
better sense of clarity about the career options that fit you best.

	Think about the times in your life when you have felt best about 
your accomplishments. In your journal, write about what you 
did that contributed to those accomplishments and how you 
used your talents in each instance. Later, look for patterns in 
what you wrote.

	A work environment where you have time and space to think 
and reflect before responding will bring out your best. A fast-
paced environment where there is pressure to sell or to follow 
routine procedures will not be as comfortable for you as one that  
allows and rewards thought and reflection. 

	Select work in which you can share ideas and pose questions. 
Avoid environments where you cannot challenge the status quo 
or where operating procedures are completely rigid. 

	Environments in which you can interact with colleagues and 
have philosophical debates will be most satisfying to you and 
enable you to be productive.

	Choose work that will challenge you intellectually. Talk to edi-
tors, theologians, or philosophy professors on campus. Ask what 
their work is like.

Intellection in Careers
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Applying Learner Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Learner talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	Go to the career center on your campus and take several differ-
ent career inventories. What does each one tell you about your 
interests? What career possibilities do they suggest for you to 
explore? Your enjoyment of this self-discovery can motivate and 
guide you as you begin the career planning process.

	Talk to your mentors about the career planning process. Ask 
them how they made the decision to pursue their career. Learn-
ing about their strategies will provide you with possible tools for 
your own learning process.

	Read and study all the career possibilities that interest you. Re-
search each one and learn what it’s really like to be in those ca-
reers over a long period of time. 

	Choose a work environment that encourages constant learning 
or where study is a way of life.

	Environments that value the learning process will bring out 
your best, particularly if you will have opportunities to develop 
strengths.

	Many college professors have exceptional Learner talents. Inter-
view your favorite professors about what they find rewarding in 
their work.

Learner in Careers
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Applying Maximizer Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Maximizer talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Talk to your mentors about the career planning process. You will 
value their wisdom and expertise as you make decisions.

	Interview people who are currently among the “best of the best” 
in jobs that interest you. Ask them what they find most reward-
ing about their work. Shadow them to see what they really do 
day in and day out. Notice the talents, knowledge, and skills that 
excellence in those roles requires.

	You are someone for whom “talent talk” comes naturally — it’s 
the way you see the world as you capitalize on your own and oth-
ers’ talents. Environments that encourage “best practices” and in 
which you can work collaboratively with others to continually 
improve the organization will allow your Maximizer talents to 
flourish.

	Choose a workplace that is known for being among the best in 
its field. Workplaces with lesser standards probably would frus-
trate you. 

	Find work in which you can help others see their talents and 
how their talents make a difference.

	Interview business leaders and athletic or executive coaches, and 
ask what they find most rewarding about their work. Find out 
how they bring out the best in others.

Maximizer in Careers
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Applying Positivity Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Positivity talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	Interview people who are currently in jobs that interest you. 
Shadow them to see what they really do day in and day out.

	Go to career fairs where you can interact with lots of different 
people and learn about many different roles.

	You will thrive in work environments that are fun, fast-paced, 
and people-oriented. 

	Relaxed, social, pleasant environments where your optimism 
and sense of humor will be appreciated are likely to bring out 
your best. Avoid environments where cynicism and negativity 
are seen as “cool.” 

	Choose work for which you have passion. You will be energized 
when you are in environments that encourage your hopeful view 
of the future.

	Choose a career in which you can help others be more effective. 
Interview coaches, teachers, sales reps, marketing executives, 
realtors, or managers and ask them what they like most about 
their work. 

Positivity in Careers
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Applying Relator Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Relator talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	Talk to your mentors about the career planning process. You will 
value their wisdom and expertise as you make decisions.

	Talk to your trusted circle of friends about how they see you. 
Don’t ask them what career they think you should choose; in-
stead, ask them to help you see your greatest talents. 

	Careers in which in-depth, meaningful relationships are valued 
are likely to be most rewarding to you.

	Workplaces in which friendships are encouraged, where you can 
continuously learn about your clients and associates, likely will 
enable your Relator talents to flourish. 

	Stable work environments where you can work with people you 
trust but also develop multiple levels of relationships probably 
will bring out your best.

	Interview counselors, teachers, school administrators, mediators, 
human resource directors, and others who help people as part of 
their work. Ask them about the relationships they develop and 
what is most rewarding about their jobs.

Relator in Careers
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Applying Responsibility Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Responsibility talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Make an appointment with a career counselor to talk about how 
to begin the career planning process. The sense of psychological 
ownership this step creates will engage you in the process and 
energize you to follow through.

	Interview people who are currently in jobs that interest you. 
Shadow them to see what they really do day in and day out. 

	You often take the initiative, and you always follow through, so 
you do not need a lot of supervision. Select work in which you 
can be given more and more responsibility as you progressively 
achieve.

	Building trusting relationships with others is important to you, 
so choose environments in which you can surround yourself with 
dependable, trustworthy people. When selecting a team to join, 
be sure the others members are known for pulling their weight.

	Managing others could be a frustrating experience for you, as 
their standards of responsibility might not match your own. 

	You will be most productive in environments where you can 
fully follow through on the commitments you make to others.

	Choose a work environment that focuses on outcomes rather 
than processes. Talk to law clerks, librarians, and executive as-
sistants to see what they find rewarding about their work.

Responsibility in Careers
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Applying Restorative Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Restorative talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Search online and read all you can about careers that interest 
you. Take career inventories to see where your talents and in-
terests match those who are successful in a particular field. This 
detailed self-analysis can get you started in a process of elimina-
tion that will clarify your career goals.

	Interview people who have a reputation for salvaging bad situa-
tions, turning companies around, or stepping in to solve prob-
lems no one else can seem to handle. Ask them what they enjoy 
about their work and what they actually do on a daily basis.

	Volunteer your time in an organization that needs someone to 
“breathe new life” into their work. This is often what you do best.

	Environments in which you are called upon to diagnose prob-
lems and design solutions will allow your Restorative talents to 
flourish. 

	Talk to people who excel as customer service reps, surgeons, or 
television producers. Ask them what leads to their success and 
what they find rewarding about their work.

Restorative in Careers
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Applying Self-Assurance Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Self-Assurance talents. As you think them over, select those 
that appeal to you most.

	Your confidence that there is a good career fit out there for you 
will be an enormous asset in the career planning process.

	Your talents probably can give you confidence in a variety of 
jobs and volunteer opportunities. Try out several different roles. 
Which ones seem most natural to you?

	Workplaces and tasks that will challenge you and provide you 
with freedom are likely to energize you most.

	Environments that focus on prominent or critical projects that 
could intimidate others seem to bring out your best. 

	You don’t have a great need for direction or support from others, 
which makes you particularly effective in situations that call for 
independence of thought and action.

	Interview people in careers that involve public presentations, 
sales, or entertainment. Ask what they find most rewarding 
about their work.

Self-Assurance in Careers
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Applying Significance Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Significance talents. As you think them over, select those that 
appeal to you most.

	Think about people you admire and what they have in common. 
Talk to them about the work they do and what they find reward-
ing about it. Ask them to give you feedback about your own 
goals and strategies for meeting them.

	Significant people do significant things. Imagine the legacy you 
want to leave. Picture yourself at retirement, looking back on a 
life that has made the world a better place. What will you have 
you done to accomplish that?

	Environments in which you and your significant contribution 
are visible to others and in which you receive recognition for a 
job well done are likely to bring out your best. 

	Knowing	you’ve	made	a	significant	contribution	is	important	to	
you. Volunteer in organizations where you can make that differ-
ence and where your efforts will be appreciated.

	Seek opportunities to work with people you respect because they 
are professional, credible, and successful. 

	Environments in which you are given flexibility to do things 
your own way are likely to bring out your best. 

	Identify the specific talents that will help you make an extraor-
dinary contribution to your workplace, and create opportunities 
to build on them.

Significance in Careers
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Applying Strategic Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best suit Strategic talents. As you think them over, select those that ap-
peal to you most.

	Picture yourself in a career that you love. What are you doing? 
What path did you take to create the opportunity? Working 
backward from your goal is often an effective strategy for you.

	Play out a variety of scenarios in your mind to help you decide 
which career to explore further. List the various paths possible in 
your future so you can give careful thought to each one.

	Environments that are flexible and encourage creative thought 
and strategy will bring out your best. Opportunities to see the 
big picture and plan new approaches will energize you.

	Your ability to create new programs and generate multiple alter-
natives will be an asset to any organization you join.

	Environments that allow originality and focus more on the out-
come than on specific procedures will allow your Strategic tal-
ents to flourish.

	Interview people who work in psychology, law, and consulting. 
Learn what they find most rewarding about their work on a daily 
basis.

Strategic in Careers
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Applying Woo Talents in Careers

These observations and suggestions will help you consider careers that 
could best match Woo talents. As you think them over, select those that appeal 
to you most.

	Introduce yourself to a great number of people in a wide variety 
of jobs. This broad exposure will give you a more informed idea 
of possible careers, and it could provide you with important career 
and social connections.

	Environments in which you can meet new people daily and have 
the opportunity to create a positive impression will bring out 
your best.

	Environments that value the ability to persuade or sell likely will 
allow your Woo talents to flourish.

	Avoid work environments in which there is little opportunity to 
extend your gregarious social nature.

	Talk to entertainers, corporate trainers, sales reps, attorneys, and 
public relations specialists to see what they enjoy most about 
their work.

Woo in Careers
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In this chapter, we want you to focus on what you’ve learned about 
your greatest talents and how you might approach the career plan-

ning process based on your Signature Themes. You’ve had a chance to 
look over the suggestions in the previous chapter. Now we’d like you to 
complete some exercises that will help you dig deeper. At the end of the 
chapter, we’ll encourage you to select at least one strategy to implement 
immediately.

Identify the Career Implications of the Deepest Aspects of Your 
Identity

Ancient writers pointed to four elements that comprise the core of a 
person. These include heart (your deepest feelings), soul (the innermost 
place that contains the spark of life), mind (a variety of inner mental 
activities), and strength (not just physical, but all of your capabilities). 
Although this approach puts a slightly different twist on the concept of 
strengths, it offers interesting insights.

There are groups of sentence-completion statements below that re-
flect the deepest aspects of your personhood. Take the time to honestly 
and spontaneously respond to each.

Heart

1. I am passionate about  

2. The greatest tragedy is when  

3. I would really love to  

Soul

1. The most meaningful thing I’ve ever done is  

2. I feel a sense of destiny when  

3. I come alive when I’m  

Mind

1.  I like to think about  

2. I wonder why  
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3.  I really believe that  

Strength

1.  I am most capable of  

2. I have a talent for  

3.  I seem gifted in the following areas:  

Which questions created the strongest response in you? Which ones 
did you leave blank? What patterns do you begin to see as you spontane-
ously respond to these questions? How might those responses and pat-
terns help you in the career planning process?

Always Have at Least One Mentor, and Always be a Mentor to 
at Least One Person

A mentor is a person you respect for his or her wisdom and is some-
one from whom you are willing to learn. A mentor is a special type of ad-
visor or counselor. He or she doesn’t have to be “all-knowing” or a close 
friend, but should simply be willing and able to guide you in at least one 
helpful aspect. Often a mentor is someone who has “been there,” in that 
he or she has done what you are interested in doing. While a mentor 
relationship is informal, its impact can be substantial.

Please note that we suggest having at least one mentor, but more 
than one is best because then you get additional perspectives.

In addition to having at least one mentor, you need to be a mentor 
to at least one other person. You doubtlessly have much to offer others.

You might want to start by mentoring someone who is three or more 
years younger than you. Mentoring does not need to be formal. Just of-
fer friendship to someone you care about and would like to help.

Target Your Values Before You Target a Career

What do you value most? This is one of the first questions that you 
should consider in career planning.

Picture a target in your mind. It has five rings around a bull’s-eye. 
The bull’s-eye stands for the things that you value most.
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Now, here is the challenge: Identify your six most important values, 
and then arrange them in order from the bull’s-eye out, from your num-
ber-one (most important) value to number six.

Values Target

5th Target Value
4th Target Value

3rd Target Value
2nd Target Value

Bull’s-Eye Value

6th Target Value

Now that you have targeted your values, remember that any career 
that would cause you to “miss the target” of your most important values 
will produce value conflicts. On the other hand, a career that helps you 
hit your target values produces a synergy that will likely increase your 
determination to achieve.

Imagine That Your Top Two Themes are Two People Who are 
Choosing and Planning Their Careers

This career-planning strategy will require you to use your imagina-
tion. First, consider your top two themes. If those don’t resonate with 
you, pick the two that seem to fit you best. Next, imagine that these two 
themes are two people who totally embody the talents associated with 
those themes. 

Further Insights Into Choosing a Career
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Then go back into the action items from the previous chapter (Chapter 
10) and list the strategies for career exploration that fit both themes:

Now list the types of environments that bring out the best of the talents 
in these themes.
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Next, list the types of people you might interview or read about to learn 
how these talents are applied in their work.

Finally, considering the strategies, environments, and people you just 
listed, identify ONE specific and realistic action step you can commit to 
taking this week as you begin the career exploration process.

This week I will   

Further Insights Into Choosing a Career
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Look to Your Greatest Successes for Clues to the Right Career

The whole idea of applying your greatest talents to the achievement 
of excellence stems from studying successful people. Extending that log-
ic, you would be wise to study your own success patterns and then think 
about how your successes pertain to career planning.

To help you think about your successes, answer these three ques-
tions about your greatest triumphs:

1. What has been your most successful experience in an employ-
ment, service, or volunteer work setting?

2. What has been your most successful experience in an academic, 
learning, or athletic setting?

3. What has been your greatest success in an interpersonal relation-
ship, leadership role, club, team, or organization?

After identifying your greatest success in each of those areas, focus on 
each success, one at a time. Relive the experience in your mind. Imagine 
the events and interactions surrounding your greatest successes.

As you focus on each success, ask yourself five questions.

1. What was it about that experience that makes it stand out as one 
of my greatest successes?

2. What did I do that contributed to producing this success? 

3. What was my mental approach to this success? 

4. Which talents from my Signature Themes contributed to pro-
ducing this success?

5. What clues to possible careers do these experiences provide me?

Don’t Plan Your Career as If It Were Some Future Event; Begin 
Your Career Today and Live Accordingly

You can begin to employ each and every one of these strategies to-
day. You can immediately start acting like the career professional you 
want to be in the future. Today, you can put forth the attitude that you 
know leads to success. You can begin to develop the strengths you know 
you will need to apply as a professional.
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If you are in school, consider it your academic career. If you have a 
part-time or full-time job, approach your role professionally.

Do everything you can to be a person of excellence now. It is your 
best preparation for future excellence.

Further Insights Into Choosing a Career
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It’s now time to travel into the future. Imagine what it would be like 
to live in a world in which we all knew and lived through our great-

est talents. Imagine a society in which each of us would perceive others 
in terms of their unique talents and strengths. What would that be like? 
How would people feel? How would they act? What would our social 
systems and organizations look like? What would happen to the relation-
ships among cultures in a strengths-based world?

Let’s begin by imagining these possibilities on a personal level. Then, 
let’s expand our thinking to include relationships, families, the world of 
work, organizations, and, finally, culture.

The Impact of a Strengths Revolution on You as an Individual

To consider the impact that a strengths revolution could have on 
you, let’s start by just imagining that you are aware of all of your greatest 
talents.	Knowing	 your	 Signature	Themes	 alone	 is	 profound,	 but	 push	
your imagination to the point where you are aware of each and every one 
of your specific talents. Obviously, this tremendous level of self-knowl-
edge would not come to you through one online assessment, or from 
reading several books, or even through an extended series of classes. This 
understanding would require a lifetime of learning.

However, if you were living in a society focused on strengths, peo-
ple would have been helping you become aware of your unique talents 
all along.

To make the image of a strengths revolution more real, imagine 
that by age 20 you would know each of your greatest talents and have 
an idea of the potential for strength they offered. You would naturally 
have the great self-confidence that would come with awareness of your 
potential, and you would likely feel humility at having been given such 
gifts. Awareness of your talents would also bring you a sense of identity 
and direction.

If you were raised in a society that rigorously helped its youth fully 
know and understand their talents, a lot of things would change. You 
would be more energized to fulfill your potential. You would be less frus-
trated because the trial-and-error process of discovering your talents would 
be greatly diminished. All in all, you would be more vibrantly alive.
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The Impact of a Strengths Revolution on Relationships

If everyone were aware of their own talents and those of others, we 
would likely place much greater value on each other and have a new ba-
sis for forming relationships in all levels of society.

Within large or small groups, entire organizations, or even couples, 
two things often happen when people become aware of each other’s tal-
ents. First, there is increased understanding of each other. Second, peo-
ple gain greater respect for each other. Can you imagine what it would 
be like to live in a world where everyone understood and respected each 
other? Phoniness, façades, and pretense would become things of the past. 
Authenticity would be the new norm. And of course, with more authen-
ticity would come greater interpersonal closeness and cooperation. This 
would be a tremendous benefit of a strengths revolution.

The Impact of a Strengths Revolution on Families

Starting with the most basic family unit, let’s think about choosing 
mates. If everyone knew their own talents, and if we were able to know 
the talents of others, we could make better decisions when selecting a 
mate. We would undoubtedly want to take into consideration our areas 
of greater and lesser talents and then look for a mate whose talents com-
plemented our own. We would also want our own talents to comple-
ment those of our mate.

The quality of a marriage would be better if partners knew their 
talents and those of their mates. This knowledge would undoubtedly 
result in greater cooperation. If each were working from his or her tal-
ents, they could be more effective as they worked together to reach their 
common goals.

If a couple really understood each other’s talents, roles and re-
sponsibilities could be shaped around who they each were rather than 
preconceived notions about gender roles. Surely, this would reduce frus-
tration in a marriage and increase the satisfaction that the couple would 
experience.

By taking the strengths perspective, individuals would feel increas-
ingly grateful for their mates, and they would realize that together, their 
talents could produce at even greater levels. Their intimacy would in-
crease as they worked together.
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After the strengths revolution, married couples might have a new 
view of their most important roles. Wouldn’t it be fantastic if spouses 
thought that their most important responsibility was to bring out the 
best in each other? Love would be expressed and experienced in the nur-
turing of one another’s talents.

Moreover, a strengths revolution would inspire parents to identify 
talents in their children. And maybe this would become the new stan-
dard of parenting. Indeed, families would be much healthier if everyone 
knew their own talents and the talents of the other family members.

The Impact of a Strengths Revolution on the World of Work

Consider what Gallup discovered in an October 2005 survey of 
U.S. employees: Only 31 percent were “engaged” at work, while 52 per-
cent were “not engaged” and, most distressing, 17 percent were “actively 
disengaged.” 

Let’s look at that 17 percent. These aren’t just people who don’t do 
their work well — they actively disrupt the work of others. Companies 
would be better off paying them to stay home. And Gallup estimates 
that those actively disengaged employees cost the U.S. economy approx-
imately $300 billion per year in lost productivity.

Why are these employees disengaged? Gallup’s decades of research 
suggest that it’s because they’re not in roles that match their areas of 
greatest potential, that they don’t have productive relationships with 
their managers, or that their managers aren’t in roles that are best suited 
to their talents. It is very likely that after a strengths revolution, the op-
posite would be true — and you would see dramatic increases in em-
ployee satisfaction, productivity, customer loyalty, and profit.

The Impact of a Strengths Revolution on Schools and Colleges

Schools and colleges typically focus on students (a) gaining the 
best possible education, (b) appreciating the best in art and literature, 
(c) developing composition skills, (d) learning important concepts and 
problem-solving skills in science and mathematics, and (e) develop-
ing personal qualities that promote achievement, civility, and personal 
well-being. We believe that after a strengths revolution, students would 
achieve in each of these areas at rates higher than ever before.

Let’s Start a Revolution
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Of course, after a strengths revolution, a primary emphasis would be 
placed on helping students become aware of their talents. We imagine 
one-on-one sessions, group meetings, and even workshops devoted to 
building this awareness throughout each person’s education.

Educational planning based on strengths naturally follows from 
building students’ awareness. This planning process would help students 
form goals based on their talents. Even more important, strengths-ori-
ented educational planning would continuously raise the challenge of 
developing strengths and inventing ways of applying great talents to 
increase learning and improve academic performance. Finally, students 
would be challenged to invent ways of applying their most natural tal-
ents in their courses of study.

We imagine that new learning paradigms may emerge as schools and 
colleges become focused on strengths. But the biggest change may be 
in the role of instructors. We can’t help but ask, “What will educators 
need to do if they are to help students discover their greatest talents and 
develop strengths?”

First, they would need to know their own most powerful talents 
and existing strengths. Second, they would have to serve as examples. 
Therefore, they would have to be developing and fully applying strengths 
as they communicate and clarify the course content in the classes they 
would teach. 

In addition, these educators would need to be able to identify the 
most powerful talents of students and encourage and assist the students 
in maximizing those talents through strengths development. In essence, 
educators would orchestrate opportunities and create activities that chal-
lenge students to apply their greatest talents as they learn.

The Impact of a Strengths Revolution on Society in General

We wonder about what would happen to ethnic and cultural di-
visions if everyone first knew each other in terms of their talents and 
strengths. 

How would service organizations operate after a strengths revo-
lution? What types of services would we need? This makes us wonder 
about which services are most important today.

How about faith-based organizations? What would happen to them, 
and what would their role be after a strengths revolution? How could 
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they be a part of developing strengths? How would people be affected in 
terms of their faith and their view of God after everyone came to know, 
understand, and appreciate their talents?

We wonder about civic organizations, local and national govern-
ments, and international relations after a strengths revolution. Would we 
need as much government? Would we need as much policing? Would we 
need as many levels of bureaucracy if everyone knew and operated from 
their talents and strengths?

Finally, we wonder about elected officials. What if we really knew 
the talents and strengths of those who run for office? How many of those 
in office today would have been elected? Also consider the many talented 
individuals who, because of a strengths revolution, would choose to run 
for office or aspire to leadership roles after becoming aware of their abili-
ties to serve the public at levels of excellence.

Again, we must admit we don’t know the answers. But we are sure 
that the differences would be substantial, and we believe that they would 
be overwhelmingly positive.

The truth is, learning about talents and using them as the founda-
tion of strengths so that you reach your maximum potential isn’t good 
just for you; it’s good for everyone. Simply put, if we all focused our lives 
on making the most of our talents, the world would be a better place. 
And could there be an outcome more worthy than that?

Now it’s time to create the future. You have your work cut out for you.
Let the strengths revolution begin!

Let’s Start a Revolution
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Appendix: Holland’s Vocational Types 
and the Clifton StrengthsFinder

In the early 1970s, psychologist John Holland1 devised a way of help-
ing people make good career choices after he found that certain types of 
personalities were a good match for certain career environments. He found 
there are six basic types of people and six kinds of environments that 
seemed to fit those types. He believed people are happiest in their work 
when they are in congruent environments — environments that are a good 
fit for them. It’s important to note that people don’t fit neatly into boxes 
like this; most of us are not only one type but are a combination, and most 
environments also have a mix of characteristics. But Holland’s research on 
vocational types stands the test of time and can be a useful lens as you think 
about the environments that will allow your dominant talents to flourish. 

A large group of college students from across the United States and 
the	United	Kingdom	has	 taken	 both	 the	Clifton	 StrengthsFinder	 and	
a measure of Holland’s vocational types. Their responses give us some 
clues as to the types of environments that might be a good fit for the 
talents	from	certain	themes.	Keep	in	mind	that	because	each	person	is	a	
unique combination of talents, these findings are simply meant to give 
you a place to start as you begin the career planning process.

Holland’s Vocational Types

The first of Holland’s types is called Realistic. Building things, fixing 
things, making things work, solving problems, and growing things bring 
out the best of these people. The environments that fit them best are “ac-
tion oriented” — they allow for physical activity, mechanical tinkering, or 
being outdoors, and they don’t require a lot of people skills, verbal interac-
tion, or abstract thinking. Some careers that fit this vocational type are an-
imal caretakers, mechanical engineers, airline pilots, correctional officers, 
fish and game wardens, ship engineers, firefighters, veterinary assistants, 
ski patrol, and forest rangers. Among our college student sample, no par-
ticular theme of talents was significantly related to this vocational type.

The Investigative type responds best to environments that reward 
high academic achievement and allow these people to use their abstract 
thinking and scientific abilities. Opportunities to analyze information, 
put the pieces together, make connections, and research things bring 
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out their best. Environments that are not highly structured and allow 
for freedom and independence will enable this type to flourish, because 
these people have the internal discipline to complete their work. They 
don’t need supervision and they don’t care to supervise others. They have 
confidence in their intellectual abilities and typically want to be left 
alone to think. Some careers that might be a good fit for this vocational 
type include chemists, biologists, technical writers, medical lab techni-
cians, clinical psychologists, computer programmers, and researchers of 
all kinds. Among the college students we tested, the themes that were 
related to this vocational type were Analytical and Ideation.

The Artistic type prefers environments that allow creative expression. 
They dislike structure as much as the Investigative type does, but they are 
different in that their interests are more cultural and aesthetic than sci-
entific. They are also more interested in relationships with others. So an 
environment that allows them to express themselves emotionally, to be cre-
ative, to be nonconforming in their behavior and dress, and that encour-
ages their originality will be a good fit. Opportunities to create, design, 
write, compose, perform, and see the big picture may bring out their best, 
so career choices such as interior designer, artist, composer, musician, co-
median, dancer, writer, actor, and musical director may result in a good fit. 
Among the college students we tested, the themes that were related to this 
vocational type were Activator, Adaptability, Command, Communication, 
Ideation, Input, Positivity, Self-Assurance, Strategic, and Woo.

The Social type tends to respond best in environments that allow 
them to teach or help others. Building relationships, creating trust, in-
structing people, resolving disputes, helping others solve problems, 
care giving, and healing are activities preferred by this vocational type. 
Environments that are relational and interactive bring out their best, 
allowing them to cooperate and help others grow and develop. Career 
choices that may be a good match might include teacher, clergy member, 
nurse, physical therapist, counselor, librarian, recreation director, speech 
therapist, athletic trainer, and social worker. The themes of Activator, 
Arranger, Belief, Communication, Connectedness, Developer, Empathy, 
Includer, Positivity, Relator, and Woo were significantly related to the 
Social vocational type and might be a clue that these environments are 
likely to allow their dominant talents to flourish. 

For the Enterprising type, making deals, managing, persuading peo-
ple, selling, starting new things, and bringing out potential are energizing 
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activities. This type likes to work with people and ideas and enjoys lead-
ership, speaking opportunities, and being influential. Entrepreneurial 
environments will bring out their best, as they are able to achieve status 
and be rewarded for their performance, as well as feel responsible for 
making things happen. Environments that are highly structured, rou-
tine, or require a lot of attention to detail will not be a good fit. Some 
career choices that might be a good match are lawyer, sales representa-
tive, journalist, public relations specialist, financial manager, personnel 
manager, athletic coach, referee, and real estate agent, as may be careers 
in the hospitality or travel industry. The Activator, Arranger, Command, 
Communication, Competition, Positivity, Self-Assurance, and Woo 
themes were significantly related to the Enterprising vocational type.

The final vocational type is Conventional. Organizing, straighten-
ing things up, getting things right, doing the numbers, and operating 
things tend to bring out their best. Environments that are structured 
and reward their loyalty and attention to detail will allow their talents 
to flourish. Team players who are dependable, efficient, and conscien-
tious, as well as practical and well-organized, this type prefers to work 
indoors in pleasant surroundings that are predictable and run smoothly. 
Possible career choices include accountant, medical records technician, 
legal secretary, court reporter, air traffic controller, and budget analyst. 
In our study of college students, the Achiever, Analytical, Consistency, 
Discipline, Focus, Harmony, and Responsibility themes were signifi-
cantly related to this vocational type.

Remember that just as your Clifton StrengthsFinder Signature Themes 
are not meant to define you, but rather to provide clues to your great-
est talents, the Holland vocational types also are simply a helpful starting 
point. The insights provided by both instruments are meant to provide a 
beginning, rather than an end. Use them and other clues to discover your 
greatest talents and find environments that bring out your best. In doing 
so, you will create an opportunity to achieve the excellence and deep glad-
ness that occurs when you perform at the level of strength.

1 For more information on John Holland’s theory of vocational types, 
see his original work in Holland, J. L. (1973). Making vocational choices: A 
theory of careers. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. More recent informa-
tion can be found in his 1992 book published by Psychological Assessment 
Resources: Making vocational choices: A theory of vocational personalities and 
work environments. 

Appendix
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Other Technical Reports on the Clifton 
StrengthsFinder

The Clifton StrengthsFinder is grounded in more than three decades 
of studying success across a wide variety of functions in business and edu-
cation and in the principles of positive psychological science. It is a Web-
based talent assessment consisting of 180 item-pairs (with five response 
options), presented to the user over a secure connection. The item-pairs, 
written at a 10th grade reading level, were selected from a database of 
5,000 items as informed by criterion-related validity studies (Schmidt 
& Rader, 1999). Each item-pair of potential self-descriptors, such as “I 
read instructions carefully” and “I like to jump right into things” are 
placed as if anchoring polar ends of a continuum. The participant is then 
asked to choose from that pair the statement that best describes him or 
her, and the extent to which that chosen option is descriptive of him or 
her. The participant is given 20 seconds to respond to each pair of items 
before the system moves on to the next item-pair. Upon completion, the 
respondent receives feedback including his or her top five themes and 
related action items.

Two reports address the psychometric characteristics (AERA/APA/
NCME, 1999) of the Clifton StrengthsFinder. They are summarized be-
low and are available, in full length, on the StrengthsQuest Web site at 
www.strengthsquest.com. 

The Clifton StrengthsFinder Technical Report: Development 
and Validation (Lopez, Hodges, & Harter, 2005)

The evidence suggests that the themes are internally consistent (de-
spite being comprised of as few as four items) and stable over periods 
ranging from three weeks to 17 months. Specifically, coefficient alphas 
range from .55 to .81 and most test-retest correlations were above .70. 

The average item-total correlations and theme-score intercorrela-
tions were examined for the entire Clifton StrengthsFinder database. 
Overall, the results suggest that items relate to their respective themes 
in a consistently positive manner. In addition, items have a higher posi-
tive relationship with their assigned themes than with other themes. The 
examination of the theme-score intercorrelations suggests the absence 
of complete redundancy among themes. This evidence lends support to 
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the notion that each of the 34 themes provides unique information for 
evaluation purposes. Finally, a study correlating Clifton StrengthsFinder 
themes with the Big 5 constructs (McCrae et al., 2000) provided initial 
evidence for the measure’s convergent and discriminant validity. That is, 
the Clifton StrengthsFinder and personality variables were not redun-
dant and were generally associated as hypothesized.

A Technical Report of the Clifton StrengthsFinder in Relation to 
College Students (Schreiner, 2006)

In this study of college students from a wide variety of two- and 
four-year	 institutions	 in	 the	 United	 States	 and	 the	 United	 Kingdom,	
students took the Clifton StrengthsFinder, the 16PF, and the California 
Psychological Inventory but did not receive their results. They returned 
12 weeks later and completed the CSF again. Test-retest reliability aver-
aged .70 across the themes, with no significant gender or ethnicity differ-
ences in reliability among the students (24% of the sample were students 
of color).

Because only a student’s top five themes are provided, we also ex-
plored the degree to which the top five themes remained the same over 
time. Because the Clifton StrengthsFinder contains 278,256 possible 
unique combinations of one’s top five themes, and a change in the re-
sponse to even one item on some scales can move a theme in or out of 
the top five, the likelihood of retaining the same top five themes is very 
small. However, 52% of the students in this sample had at least three 
themes that remained among their top five themes both times. Another 
35% retained two of their top five themes over time. 

Evidence of the construct validity of the Clifton StrengthsFinder was 
obtained in this study by correlating students’ scores on each of the 34 
themes with their scale scores on two personality instruments (the CPI-
260 and the 16PF), since certain themes were expected to be at least 
moderately related to scales on these other instruments. For example, the 
theme of Achiever claims to measure a strong need for achievement, as 
well as stamina, hard work, and productivity. Thus, it ought to be related 
to the Achievement scales on the CPI-260 (Gough & Bradley, 1996), 
and in fact this was the case (r = .47). Woo, described as characteristic of 
those who enjoy the challenge of meeting new people, was expected to 
correlate with the Extraversion scale score on the 16PF (Cattell, 1993) 
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and did so significantly (r = .62). In the same manner, 137 different 
predicted relationships between specific CSF theme scores and their 
counterparts on the CPI-260 and 16PF were explored. A total of 128 
(93.4%) of these predictions were confirmed by significant correlation 
coefficients, providing strong evidence for the construct validity of the 
Clifton StrengthsFinder among college students.
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