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RIntroduction to strengths-based development theory

RTo develop a definition of leadership

RHow to apply a strengths-based approach to 
leadership

RTo understand how to build strong teams with a 
strengths-based approach



1. Your Name

2. Where are you from & your AAW Affiliate

3. What do you do for work?

4. What do you do for play?

5. Name and describe a leader that you respect and why?

6. What do you think you are good at (strengths)?

7. What strength do you most admire most in others?









The Beginning of the Strengths-Based 
Development Theory

R As a graduate student, Don Clifton looked around at 
ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ ƘȅǇŜǊ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 
wondered, ά²Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ 
ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΚέThis question 
inspired his graduate dissertation and became his 
ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ

R In 1969, Clifton founded Selection Research, Inc. 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ мфууΣ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ DŀƭƭǳǇΦ /ƭƛŦǘƻƴ ǿŀǎ DŀƭƭǳǇΩǎ 
board chair until 1999.

R Clifton led a team of Gallup researchers to study top 
performers, make discoveries, and develop practical 
applications on many strengths-related topics, 
including strengths development, employee 
selection, employee engagement, management, and 
leadership. 

Source: Clifton Strengths School at http://www.strengths.org/clifton.shtml

http://www.strengths.org/clifton.shtml


R Gallup has completed over 40 
years of research surrounding 
human strengths

R In 1998, Clifton assembled a team 
of scientists and set the goal of 
developing a common language 
for talent.  

R Interviewed over 2 million people 
to understand what made people 
perform at their best. GALLUPUNIVERSITYCAMPUSONTHEMISSOURI

RIVERIN OMAHA, NEBRASKA



R Managers invest more of their time with the weakest performers 
and zeroing in on mistakes.

R tŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǳǇƻƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭƻǿŜǎǘ ƎǊŀŘŜǎ 
rather than their highest.

R Bankers and credit grantors make credit judgments based on 
negative credit history ςnot positive.

R The American social work infrastructure is focused upon 
problems instead of helping people become self-sufficient.

Source: Clifton, D., & Nelson, P. (1992). Soar with your strengths. New York: Dell Publishing, pgs 9-10.

ά[ETΩSFIXWHATΩSWRONGANDLETTHE

STRENGTHSTAKECAREOFTHEMSELVESέΦ



Myth #1: Fixing weaknesses will make everything all right.

Myth #2: Let the strengths take care of themselves.

Myth #3: Success is the opposite of failure.

Myth #4: Everyone can do anything they put their minds to.

Sources: Clifton, D., & Nelson, P. (1992). Soar with your strengths. New York: Dell Publishing, pgs 10-18 &  Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. (2001). Now, discover your strengths. 
New York: The Free Press.

aȅǘƘ ІрΥ 9ŀŎƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǊƻƻƳ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƛǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ 
areas of greatest weakness.



1. ΧǎǇŜƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƻƴ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƘƛǊŜŘ 
than on selecting them properly in the first place.

2. ΧǎǇŜƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇƭǳƎ 
ƎŀǇǎ ƛƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΩ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƻǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎΦ όƛΦŜΦ άŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ 
ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅέύΦ

3. ΧǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻŦŦ ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ 
acquired because everyone can learn to be competent in 
almost anything.

Source: Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. (2001). Now, discover your strengths. New York: The Free Press.





THESTRENGTHSPHILOSOPHYIS THEASSERTIONTHATINDIVIDUALSAREABLETOGAINFARMORE

WHENTHEYEXPENDEFFORTTOBUILDON THEIRGREATESTTALENTSTHANWHENTHEYSPENDA

COMPARABLEAMOUNTOFEFFORTTOREMEDIATETHEIRWEAKNESSES.

Clifton, D. O., & Harter, J. K. (2003). Strengths investment. In K. S. Cameron, J. E. Dutton, & R. E. Quinn (Eds.), Positive organizational scholarship. (pp. 111-121). San Francisco: 
Berrett-Koehler.



1. Something you can do consistently with predictable 
performance.

2. You must derive intrinsic satisfaction from the activity and you 
can picture yourself doing it repeatedly, happily, and 
successfully.

3. You do not have to have strengths in EVERY aspect of your role.

4. You will excel only by maximizing your strengths, never by fixing 
your weaknesses.

ϝa!b!D9 ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƛȄƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΦ

Source: Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. (2001). Now, discover your strengths. New York: The Free Press.



R TALENTSare your naturally occurring patterns of thought, 
feeling, or behavior (this is what the StrengthsFinderwill 
measure).

R KNOWLEDGE consists of the facts and lessons learned.

R SKILLSare the steps of the activity.

These 3 combined create your strengths!



R The brain grows backwards!

R At birth, the brain is very 
large and then shrinks and 
shrinks into adulthood.

R BUT as your brain becomes 
smaller and smaller ςwe 
become smarter and 
smarter!

TALENTISANYRECURRINGPATTERNOFTHOUGHT, 
FEELING, ORBEHAVIORTHATCANBEAPPLIED. 

Source: Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. (2001). Now, discover your strengths. New York: The Free Press.



SYNAPSEISA

CONNECTIONBETWEEN

TWOBRAINCELLSTHAT

ENABLESTHECELLS

(NEURONS) TO

COMMUNICATEWITH

ONEANOTHER. 

Source: Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. (2001). Now, discover your strengths . New York: The Free Press.

Photo: http://www.zeitnews.org/images/stories/storypics/Nanotechnology/synapse.jpg

SYNAPSES

CREATEYOUR

TALENTS

BIRTH: YOUHAVE100 BILLIONNEURONS

60 DAYSOLD: YOURNEURONSSTART

COMMUNICATINGWITHEACHOTHER

3 YEARSOLD: OVER15,000 SYNAPTIC

CONNECTIONSHAVEBEENMADE

FOREACHOFYOURBILLIONNEURONS!

BY15 YEARSOLD: YOULOSEBILLIONS

ANDBILLIONSOFTHESECAREFULLY

FORGEDSYNAPTICCONNECTIONS

16  YEARSOLD: HALFYOURSYNAPTIC

NETWORKISGONEFOREVER

http://www.zeitnews.org/images/stories/storypics/Nanotechnology/synapse.jpg


òIf nature didn't whittle down your network 

to a smaller number of strongly forged 

connections, you would never become an 

adult. You would remain a permanent 

child, frozen in sensory overload.ó 

Source: Buckingham, M., & Clifton, D. (2001). Now, discover your strengths. New York: The Free Press.



Pruning allows the brain to 
keep the connections that 

have a purpose, while 
ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 

doing anything. 

In short, pruning increases 
the efficiency with which 
the brain can do what it 

needs to do. 

Hawley, T., & Gunner, M. (2000). Starting Smart: How early experiences effect brain development. Ounce of Prevention, 1(1), 1-12.

Source: http://www.thedigitallobe.com/CerebralCortex/stimuli__the_brain1.html

http://www.thedigitallobe.com/CerebralCortex/stimuli__the_brain1.html



