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The profound and very simple belief at the core of strengths-based 
practice is that everyone has strengths. What are our strengths and 
where do they come from? These two questions have fascinated 
philosophers, psychologists and everyday thinkers for centuries.

At	first	glance	many	of	us	tend	to	think	of	strengths	as	personality	
traits that we inherit or learn as we journey through life. These  
certainly are great strengths, but that is not the sum total of our 
strengths. Our qualities, capacities, relationships, actions, values, 
stories, experiences, skills and material resources can all be 
strengths as well. The ‘strengths approach’ holds that all of these 
strengths are our greatest assets to call on for making the most of 
the ups and downs of everyday life.

Fundamental to the use of strengths as catalysts for change is 
the concept of freedom: freedom to choose. In fact, we can also 
think of our strengths as the choices we make. While things are 
constantly happening in our lives (much of which may be beyond 
our control), we are still able to make choices about what we think 
and how we behave.

Choosing Strengths is a set of 36 cards from Innovative Resources 
in the rich tradition of strengths-based conversation-building tools. 
The Choosing Strengths cards are powerful reminders that our use of 
strengths is in our own hands. We can choose to adopt for ourselves 
any number of strengths from a huge array of possibilities.

Notwithstanding	the	significance	of	conditioning,	our	environment	
and our genetic makeup, we remain a species for whom choice 
gives meaning. Choosing Strengths clearly puts the responsibility 
for ‘making meaning’ back onto each of us. While events will always 
happen, it is our choice as to how we make sense of these events. 
We are not victims of circumstances even though it is easy to 
attribute events as the causes of our thinking, feeling and behaviour.

Irrespective of the events that happen around us and to us, we can 
choose to see the glass as half-full or half-empty. We can choose to 
see	ourselves	as	possessing	great	strengths	or	as	riddled	with	deficits.	

Perhaps because choice is such a ubiquitous part of our everyday 
lives, we may become overwhelmed or even hood-winked by the 
sheer volume of seemingly trivial choices presented to us. In the 
plethora of ‘little choices’ perhaps we risk losing consciousness 

STRENGTHS AND CHOICES

‘Life is the sum of all your choices.’
Albert Camus
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of the bigger choices that are constantly shaping our identity. 
(Choosing	which	of	the	54	favorite	flavours	of	gelati	to	try	on	an	
outing to the city might be a fun activity but it may not help our 
struggle with authenticity and meaning a great deal!)

Paradoxically, it is sometimes when this overload of choice is 
restricted	that	we	gain	a	clearer	picture	of	the	more	significant	
choices we make. Austrian neurologist and psychiatrist, Viktor 
Frankl writes in his book Man’s Search for Meaning:

‘Everything can be taken from a man [sic] but one thing: the last 
of his human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given 
set of circumstances – to choose one’s own way.’

Many readers will know that Viktor Frankl was imprisoned by the 
Nazis and lost his wife and all other family members in the German 
concentration camps. But for Frankl it was the very denial of so 
many choices in his internment that led to his discovery of his 
ultimate and immutable choice: who he actually WAS.

‘When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are 
challenged to change ourselves,’ he writes.

It was Frankl, Rollo May, and others, who developed ‘Existential 
Therapy’	which	has	influenced	all	humanistic	psychology	including	
the work of William Glasser who went on to expound his own 
theories of human behaviour in Reality Therapy and Choice Theory.

It	is	our	freedom	to	make	affirming	life	choices	in	even	dire	
circumstances that provides a common positive bond in all 
humanistic approaches.

Strengths approaches incorporate the optimism that underpins 
these philosophies of personal change while maintaining a broader 
view of the need to keep working at social change. 

Not choosing is also a choice. By accepting the status quo, even 
when it is detrimental or oppressive to ourselves or others, or by 
deciding not to challenge and change and grow, is still making a 
choice. The strengths approach encourages a constant vigilance and 
awareness of social justice because what value are personal choice 
and freedom if they contribute to social structures that oppress and 
diminish others?

Sometimes ‘strengths’ are conceptualised as personality traits 
with an implied immutability or an inability to be changed. But 
personalities are not predetermined even if we are shaped by 
powerful genetic predispositions and environmental forces. While 
we all have personality patterns that can be described using 
strengths language it is also true that we are constantly making 
choices around our strengths.
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•	Which	strengths	will	I	employ	in	this	situation	to	achieve	the	
outcome I want?

•	If	I	am	unhappy	with	this	part	of	my	life,	which	strength	can	I	
adopt to create positive change?

•	If	I	am	stuck	what	can	I	do	to	move?	Which	strength	can	I	put	
into action?

•	Who	do	I	know	who	has	a	strength	I	can	learn	from	or	even	
‘borrow’ by asking for their help? 

Thinking about strengths as qualities we can choose can be very 
liberating. We don’t have to feel trapped in a limited repertoire of 
strengths, there are many to choose from. Neither do we have 
to feel overwhelmed or trapped by nihilistic feelings because we 
understand that we are more than just the sum of our emotions, 
circumstances or personality traits—we can choose to learn, change 
our	actions	or	thoughts,	focus	on	different	things	and	make	different	
choices.

Strengths, choices and freedom inevitably co-exist—but as in all 
things there is a ‘shadow’. Recognising that one has the freedom 
to make real choices implies taking personal responsibility for one’s 
choices; ‘If the choice is mine how can I blame someone else?’ 

Erich Fromm in his classic book The Fear of Freedom postulates 
that this freedom brings a responsibility that many people resist, 
preferring to put their choice-making freedom into the hands  
of an external authority—God, the Church, the State, the 
Organisation, etc.

Taking responsibility for one’s decisions and recognising the array 
of strengths at one’s disposal can threaten the naive security that 
can come with ‘being looked after’ or controlled by someone else. 
But Fromm concludes that when we abrogate the opportunity to 
choose we actually choose a lesser identity for ourselves:

‘Man’s (sic) main task in life is to give birth to himself, to become 
what	he	potentially	is.	The	most	important	product	of	his	effort	is	
his own personality.’
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THE ARRAY OF CARDS

Here is the complete set of 36 Choosing Strengths cards.

I  can  choose  to  be

enthusiastic

I  can  choose  to  be

I can         
choose to be
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GenerousI can choose to be

HappyI can choose to be

Joyful

consistent
i can choose to be

consistent
i can choose to be

decisiveI can choose to be
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I can choose to be

free

Resilient
I can choose to be

I can choose to be

Gentle
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I can choose to be

I can choose to be

Brave

I can choose to be

Polite

patient
I CAN CHOOSE TO BE

I can choose to be

Thoughtful
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I can 
choose 
to be

F  A  I  R
I can choose to be

I can choose to be

CaringI can choose to be

calm
I can choose to be

I can choose to be
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TAKING CARE

Any hands-on tool, like any words we choose to use, has the 
potential	to	have	unanticipated	effects.	Materials	that	use	visual,	
verbal and tactile metaphors can be especially powerful as they 
can work as shortcuts to meanings and memories. Even apparently 
innocuous materials can unleash surprisingly strong emotions.

Innovative Resources’ materials are very ‘interpretable’. A word 
or an image may be very benign for one person, while stirring up 
powerful emotions or even negative meanings for another. While 
we meticulously attempt to avoid anything that may inadvertently 
cause	offence,	the	very	nature	of	interpretability	means	that	any	
card or part of a card may have an unforeseen impact.

All this should be taken into account before any therapeutic tool or 
artifact is introduced. The authors suggest that anyone considering 
using Choosing Strengths in a conversation with another person, 
particularly if that person is struggling with grief and trauma, should 
be mindful of the following important factors:

•	What	is	my	knowledge	of	the	product?
•	Have	I	used	it	before?

•	Am	I	personally comfortable using the cards?  Would I use 
them with my own family?

•	Do	I	need	to	use	the	whole	set	of	cards	or	will	a	subset	be	
sufficient?

•	Has	the	client	used	the	cards	before?
•	From	my	knowledge	of	the	client,	is	there	anything	in	the	set	
that	might	cause	offence	or	be	provocative?

•	Is	it	the	right	time	to	introduce	the	cards?
•	Do	I	introduce	the	cards	from	the	start	or	simply	have	them	

available in case an appropriate moment arises to use them?
•	How	can	I	give	the	client	genuine	choice	in	being	able	to	use	or	

decline to use the cards?
•	If	I	am	using	the	cards	in	a	group,	how	will	I	be	mindful	of	

people’s privacy?
•	Is	the	language	on	the	cards	suitable	for	the	literacy	levels	of	

the client or group?
•	Are	the	cards culturally inclusive and appropriate?
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•	How	will	I	make	sure	people	feel	comfortable	to	pass	or	opt	out	of	 
an activity? 

•	How	can	I	help	ensure	that	people	are	listened	to	respectfully	 
in a group? 

•	Have	I	allowed	enough	time	for	participants	to	work	through	any	
emotions that may arise while using the cards?

•	Do	I	have	a	‘Plan	B’?
•	How	will	I	know	if	the	cards	have	been	useful?
•	Will	I	do	anything	differently	if	I	choose	to	use	the	cards	again?

‘The doors we open and close each day decide the lives we live.’
Flora Whittemore
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INTRODUCING THE CREATORS
(AT TIME OF PUBLICATION)

TIM LANE

Tim from Woosh Creative is no stranger to Innovative Resources. 
His considerable graphic design skill and creativity has graced our 
resources for many years. Tim has designed and created, amongst 
others, Reflexions (one of Innovative Resources’ most popular card 
packs), Talking Up Our Strengths, Our Scrapbook Of Strengths and 
the remarkable picture book for adults, Bereaved Mother’s Heart. 
As well as being a designer, Tim is also a father of four, a musician 
and	more	recently,	a	professional	firefighter	in	Melbourne.

RUSSELL DEAL
At the tender age of 17, and in his last year of high school, Russell 
made the choice to study social work at Melbourne University, the 
only such course in Victoria at the time. Knowing nothing about 
social work nor any social workers were no impediments to these 
choices! Subsequent choices saw him take on the role of social 
work publisher with Innovative Resources where, for over twenty 
years, he led a creative team to produce more than  
50 life-changing, conversation-building card sets.

KAREN BEDFORD

Karen has been part of the editorial team at Innovative Resources 
since 1999. She is also a counsellor, workshop facilitator and the 
author of a book entitled: The Uses of Sadness; why feeling sad is 
no reason not to be happy (Allen and Unwin, 2009).
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