Strengths > Stress
This exercise combines character strengths and mindfulness to reduce stress. Research supports the use of
positive psychology to deal with stressors (Gander et al., 2013; Seligman et al., 2005), such as managing
academic distress, finding work–life balance, or coping with major disruptions. This activity has 3 steps,
inspired from blogs on stress management (Niemiec, 2016, 2017).

Step 1: Identify Your Strengths
To begin, figure out which character
strengths bring you the most joy.
You can pick 3 to 5 from this list below.
Or, if you want to take a short 10 minute
survey, navigate to the VIA Institute on
Character and take the free survey. Sign up
for a free account using an email and
password.
If you are over 18, make sure to take the
VIA Adult Survey, answering each
question honestly. Note that there is a
version for children ages 13 to 17.
Once you are done with the survey, you can skip the next page and get your results. Feel free to create a deeper
profile—totally up to you. A deeper profile is not needed for this activity.

On the next screen, you will see a rank order of your character strengths.
There is no need to pay for anything (unless you want to).
Scroll down and note your top 3 to 5 character strengths. What are they?
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Write down your greatest 3 to 5 strengths:

What do you think about these strengths?

____________________________________________ Are you surprised?
____________________________________________ Do they seem to fit you?
____________________________________________
If you took the survey and do not agree with the
____________________________________________ order of these character strengths, then choose the
ones you think fit your personality better from this
____________________________________________ list below.

Once you have your top 3 to 5 character strengths, you are ready for the next step.

Step 2: The Mindful Pause
Whenever you find yourself feeling stressed, take a moment to pause.
Take one deep breath. Let your eyes drift down, focusing softly on the ground or whatever is in front of you.
You also can close them.
Simply notice yourself breathing for the next 10 to 15 seconds.
Now, ask yourself: how can I use one of my character strengths right now?
The flow is simple:
1. Pause with one deep breath
2. Notice your breath for 10 – 15 seconds
3. Apply your strength(s) to the moment
Cory J. Cascalheira | 2020 | CC-By Attribution 4.0 International

Step 3: Practice
Try using the mindful pause throughout the day, whenever you feel stressed. It is okay to pause several times.
You may notice yourself having thoughts like this is not working or I’m not good at this or even this is so dumb.
When you notice those thoughts, simply pause, notice, and apply.
There are many ways you can use your character strengths. Here are some examples to manage the stress of
balancing school, work, and family life during COVID-19. How would you use your strength?
Stressful Scenarios

Pause & Notice

Apply
Creativity: Create your own meme and send it to your
friends. Use Zoom or FaceTime to see their reaction.

I feel lonely. I miss my friends.

Curiosity: Explore a new game to play online
together.
Judgment: Think of all the ways to contact your
friend, such as sending them a surprise letter
Love of Learning: Search the Internet for focusing
techniques, such as pomodoro or special apps,
evaluate which is best

I cannot focus at home. I’m
falling behind. I feel distracted
and guilty.

Perspective: Imagine somebody important. What
would they tell you right now?
Bravery: Remember this is a new challenge. Tell a
family member what you will do about it.
Perseverance: Identify 1 new way to relax as a
family. Look into online platforms and rewards your
kids for completing a certain number of tasks.

There’s no way I can teach my
kids and myself. I feel tense and
exasperated.

Honesty: Request extensions from your teacher or
employer after explaining your situation.
Zest: Pause the learning for 30 mins and have
“recess,” playing an active game, like tag.
Love: Recite a lovingkindness prayer for yourself.
Tell yourself how well you did before COVID-19.

I cannot focus at home. I’m
falling behind. I feel guilty and
distracted.

Kindness: Call a hospital and thank the first person
who answers the phone for their service.
Social Intelligence: Write how you are feeling to an
ex-partner in a way they might understand.
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Stressful Scenarios

Pause & Notice

Apply
Teamwork: Message your coworkers or classmates.
Ask how they approached the problem.

I just don’t get this. The
assignment is too hard. I feel
overwhelmed and unsure.

Fairness: Take a moment to take care of your plant or
pet—some being who relies on you for protection.
Leadership: Start a group discussion about the
difficulty of / unrealistic demands of the work.
Forgiveness: Tell yourself, “they’re trying, we’re all
trying.” Make a silent wish for them to plan the call
better next time.

I am so annoyed with these
conference calls. This is a waste
of time. I am frustrated.

Humility: What would it be like to lead this
conference call? What would you want participants to
think about you?
Prudence: Listen for action steps and write them
down, or if the call does not involve you specifically,
plan what you will do next.
Self-Regulation: Start to monitor how many steps you
take around the block. Count how many glasses of
water you drink each day.

I hate being stuck here. I feel
trapped.

Appreciation of Beauty & Excellence: Watch the
sunrise or sunset. Listen to your favorite song.
Gratitude: Identify something good in your life, such
as your health or access to electricity, and recite 5
reasons you thankful.
Hope: Write down what you will do if they live. Read
about advances in modern medicine and remember the
likelihood of finding a cure.

Somebody I know has COVID19. What if they die? What if I’m
next? I am afraid.

Humor: Watch your favorite stand-up comedian and
call the person in a good mood.
Spirituality: Pray to your higher power. Read a book
that awakens your sense of being connected to
something greater than yourself.
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Your Top 3 to 5 Character Strengths
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