Character Strengths and Mindfulness
as Core Pathways to Meaning in Life

Hadassah Littman-Ovadia and Ryan M. Niemiec

The term positive psychology originated with Abraham Maslow, a humanistic
psychologist, who first coined the term in his 1954 book Motivation and
Personality. Maslow did not like how psychology concerned itself mostly with dys-
function and disorder, arguing that it did not have an accurate understanding of
human potential. He emphasized how psychology successfully shows our negative
side by revealing much about our illnesses and shortcomings, but not enough on our
virtues or aspirations (Maslow, 1954). The scientific study of positive psychology
emerged in the late 1990s as a call to social scientists to bring greater attention to
what’s best in people, relationships, and organizations. Martin Seligman (1999)
acknowledged the tremendous gains that had occurred in traditional psychology in
the assessment, diagnosis, and treatment of mental disorders, addictions, and other
problems over the preceding century. However, in comparison, only a paucity of
studies had addressed happiness, positive traits, positive subjective experiences, and
positive institutions. Since that time, thousands of studies have been published in
the domain of positive psychology, scholarly journals have emerged (e.g., Journal
of Positive Psychology), and institutions have been created to dedicate a focus to
one or more aspects of this work (e.g., VIA Institute on Character). In this chapter,
we will discuss some of this research and target a few of the topics that fall under
this umbrella (character strengths, mindfulness, and meaning) and offer points
around the integration therein.
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Character Strengths

What Are Character Strengths?

Character strengths are positive human traits that influence human thoughts, feel-
ings and behavior, providing a sense of fulfillment and meaning (Park, Peterson, &
Seligman, 2004). Character strengths have different moral values than those of apti-
tudes, and unlike aptitudes, character strengths can be developed. According to the
positive psychology literature, for a trait to be considered a character strength, most
of the following criteria must be met: (1) a strength must contribute to fulfillment
and to the good life; (2) a strength must be morally valued in its own right; (3) the
expression of a strength does not diminish people; (4) almost every parent wants
their child to have the strength; (5) there are rituals and institutions in a society that
support the strength; (6) the strength is universal, valued across philosophy, reli-
gion, politics, and culture—past and present; (7) there are people who are pro-
foundly deficient in one or more strengths; (8) the strength is measurable; (9) there
are prodigies and paragons that reflect the strength in profound ways; and (10) the
strength is distinct in and of itself, from other strengths and positive qualities
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Seligman, 2015). Following the research of 55 scien-
tists over a number of years, 24 character strengths were found to meet these and
other criteria, and to be ubiquitous across cultures. The result is what is known as
the VIA! Classification of character strengths and virtues and is assessed using the
VIA Inventory of Strengths (VIA Survey). Table 1 outlines this framework.
Following this groundbreaking classification system in 2004, scientists have pub-
lished over 200 peer-reviewed articles using the VIA Survey measurement tool and
VIA Classification (see www.viacharacter.org for a review of studies). For example,
studies have empirically shown that the endorsement and application of strengths is
correlated with positive individual outcomes, such as increased happiness, meaning
in life, job satisfaction, and decreased depression (e.g., Littman-Ovadia & Steger,
2010; Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005), to name a few.

In their book, Character Strengths and Virtues (CSV), Peterson and Seligman
provided a positive alternative to the well-known and widely used Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5). The CSV provided what
some refer to tongue-in-cheek as the anti-DSM, but more specifically the CSV rep-
resents a common language for researchers and practitioners in psychology, and in
the field of positive psychology in particular. The CSV is considered to be a corner-
stone of the field. In the VIA Classification, Peterson and Seligman (2004) identi-
fied 24 character strengths from an original pool of hundreds, and classified them

'VIA originally stood for “Values in Action” however the name was changed to emphasize the
focus of this work which is the scientific exploration of character, not values per se. “VIA” is a
word that stands on its own, in Latin meaning “the path,” and refers to the nonprofit organization
that initiated and champions this character strengths work (VIA Institute on Character), the sys-
tematic classification system (VIA Classification), and the psychological measurement tool assess-
ing strengths of character (VIA Survey).
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Table 1 The VIA classification of character strengths and virtues

Wisdom: cognitive strengths that entail the acquisition and use of knowledge

— Creativity [originality, ingenuity]: Thinking of novel and productive ways to conceptualize
and do things; includes artistic achievement but is not limited to it

— Curiosity [interest, novelty-seeking, openness to experience]: Taking an interest in ongoing
experience for its own sake; finding subjects and topics fascinating; exploring and
discovering

— Judgment [open-mindedness, critical thinking]: Thinking things through and examining
them from all sides; not jumping to conclusions; being able to change one’s mind in light of
evidence; weighing all evidence fairly

— Love of Learning: Mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge, whether on one’s
own or formally; related to the strength of curiosity but goes beyond it to describe the
tendency to add systematically to what one knows

— Perspective [wisdom]: Being able to provide wise counsel to others; having ways of looking
at the world that make sense to oneself/others

Courage: emotional strengths that involve the exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face
of opposition, external or internal

— Bravery [valor]: Not shrinking from threat, challenge, difficulty, or pain; speaking up for
what is right even if there is opposition; acting on convictions even if unpopular; includes
physical bravery but is not limited to it

— Perseverance [persistence, industriousness]: Finishing what one starts; persevering in a
course of action in spite of obstacles; “getting it out the door”; taking pleasure in
completing tasks

— Honesty [authenticity, integrity]: Speaking the truth but more broadly presenting oneself in
a genuine way and acting in a sincere way; being without pretense; taking responsibility for
one’s feelings and actions

— Zest [vitality, enthusiasm, vigor, energy]: Approaching life with excitement and energy; not
doing things halfway or halfheartedly; living life as an adventure; feeling alive and
activated

Humanity: interpersonal strengths that involve tending and befriending others

— Love [capacity to love and be loved]: Valuing close relations with others, in particular those
in which sharing and caring are reciprocated; being close to people

— Kindness [generosity, nurturance, care, compassion, altruistic love, “niceness”’]: Doing
favors and good deeds for others; helping them; taking care of them

— Social Intelligence [emotional intelligence, personal intelligence]: Being aware of the
motives/feelings of others and oneself; knowing what to do to fit into different social
situations; knowing what makes other people tick

Justice: civic strengths that underlie healthy community life

— Teamwork [citizenship, social responsibility, loyalty]: Working well as a member of a group
or team; being loyal to the group; doing one’s share

— Fairness: Treating all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice; not
letting feelings bias decisions about others; giving everyone a fair chance

— Leadership: Encouraging a group of which one is a member to get things done and at the
same time maintain good relations within the group; organizing group activities and seeing
that they happen

Temperance: strengths that protect against excess

— Forgiveness [mercy]: Forgiving those who have done wrong; accepting others’
shortcomings; giving people a second chance; not being vengeful

— Humility [modesty]: Letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves; not regarding
oneself as more special than one is

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

— Prudence: Being careful about one’s choices; not taking undue risks; not saying or doing
things that might later be regretted

— Self-Regulation [self-control]: Regulating what one feels and does; being disciplined;
controlling one’s appetites and emotions

o Transcendence: strengths that forge connections to the universe and provide meaning

— Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence [awe, wonder, elevation]: Noticing and appreciating
beauty, excellence, and/or skilled performance in various domains of life, from nature to art
to mathematics to science to everyday experience

— Gratitude: Being aware of and thankful for the good things that happen; taking time to
express thanks

— Hope [optimism, future-mindedness, future orientation]: Expecting the best in the future
and working to achieve it; believing that a good future is something that can be brought
about

— Humor [playfulness]: Liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other people; seeing the
light side; making (not necessarily telling) jokes

— Spirituality [religiousness, faith, purpose]: Having coherent beliefs about the higher
purpose and meaning of the universe; knowing where one fits within the larger scheme;
having beliefs about the meaning of life that shape conduct and provide comfort.

© Copyright 2004-2017, VIA Institute on Character. Reprinted with permission. All rights
reserved. www.viacharacter.org

into six broader virtues: (1) wisdom and knowledge (includes the strengths of cre-
ativity, curiosity, judgment/critical thinking, love of learning, and perspective/wis-
dom); (2) courage (including bravery, honesty, perseverance, and zest); (3) humanity
(including kindness, love, and social intelligence); (4) justice (including teamwork,
fairness, and leadership); (5) temperance (including forgiveness, humility, pru-
dence, and self-regulation); and (6) transcendence (including appreciation of beauty
and excellence, gratitude, hope, humor, and spirituality/religiousness). These six
virtues are the core features traditionally valued by philosophers and religious
scholars; they are universal and are likely grounded in human biology (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004). Peterson suggested that while the 24 strengths are the “good” in a
person, their absence, opposite or excess is the “ill” in a person (Seligman, 2015).
However, this theoretical proposal has not yet been tested empirically.

The Benefits of Character Strengths

One of the most interesting findings to emerge from the research is the importance of
what is termed signature strengths. Signature strengths are those strengths that typi-
cally emerge highest in one’s results profile on the VIA Survey and are viewed as
those strengths most core or essential to the individual’s identity. Research continues
to investigate how many signature strengths individuals have. While early research
suggested three to five and while the convention of many researchers is to limit indi-
viduals’ quantity to five, research from the VIA Institute finds that many people
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believe they have far more than five core signature strengths (Mayerson, 2013). The
use of individuals’ most signature strengths of character seems to have particularly
positive effects: Seligman and colleagues (2005) and Gander and colleagues (2013)
have found that using one’s signature strengths (defined as the five most dominant
core strengths) in new and different ways for a number of days led to significant
increases in happiness and decreases in depressive symptoms. These effects were
sustained at a 6-month follow-up. Similar results with signature strengths interven-
tions have been achieved with different populations, e.g., youth (Madden, Green, &
Grant, 2011), older adults (Proyer, Gander, Wellenzohn, & Ruch, 2014), people with
traumatic brain injuries (Andrewes, Walker, & O’Neill, 2014), and students (Linley,
Nielsen, Gillett, & Biswas-Diener, 2010). Working students who made use of at least
two of their signature strengths in a new way over a 2-week period reported higher
levels of harmonious passion for their work, which was also associated with an increase
in their well-being (Forest et al., 2012). In a similar way, applying signature strengths at
work was linked with perceiving work as a calling (Harzer & Ruch, 2012) and with
positive effects on performance (Engel, Westman, & Heller, 2012).

The endorsement of character strengths has been linked with a host of positive
psychological outcomes, such as life satisfaction and positive affect (Littman-
Ovadia & Lavy, 2012), self-acceptance, a sense of purpose in life, environmental
mastery, physical and mental health (Leontopoulou & Triliva, 2012), coping with
daily stress (Brooks, 2010), and resilience to stress and trauma (Park & Peterson,
2006, 2009). Recently, Littman-Ovadia and Lavy (2015) pointed to perseverance as
the character strength most highly associated with work performance and most neg-
atively associated with counter-productive work behaviors.

Although strengths endorsement is important and beneficial, an individual’s abil-
ity to use his or her strengths is much more important in predicting job and life
satisfaction (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010). The use of character strengths seems
to promote academic goal-achievement for college students, which in turn is associ-
ated with greater well-being (Linley et al., 2010). Recent evidence from a diary
study has shown daily strengths deployment as a mood-repair mechanism (Lavy,
Littman-Ovadia, & Bareli, 2014a).

These studies demonstrate the importance of strengths endorsement and deploy-
ment for various positive outcomes at work and in life in general. Indeed, Littman-
Ovadia and Steger (2010) found that both recognition and active use of strengths in
vocational activities were related to greater vocational satisfaction, greater well-
being, and a more meaningful experience in work and in life.

Beyond contributing to the individual’s own well-being, character strengths also
enhance the welfare of others in the individual’s social environment (Niemiec,
2013; Peterson & Seligman, 2004), specifically his or her partner. Evidence from a
study of adolescent couples in a dating context provides support for this claim, indi-
cating that certain character strengths of each partner (i.e., women’s forgiveness and
men’s perseverance, social intelligence, and prudence) are associated with the other
partner’s life satisfaction (Weber & Ruch, 2012). Strengths endorsement and
deployment in married couples were recently found to be important for both partners’
life satisfaction (Lavy, Littman-Ovadia, & Bareli, 2014b).
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Mindfulness

Core Concepts

The literature on mindfulness consists of two distinct (albeit related) concepts. One
is derived from contemplative, cultural, and philosophical traditions such as
Buddhism, and involves the cultivation of a moment-to-moment, non-judgmental
awareness of one’s present experience (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). This concept of mind-
fulness is practiced mainly through formal and informal meditation and mindful
living practices (Nhat Hanh, 1979; Niemiec, 2012). The second concept of mindful-
ness is derived from Western scientific literature, and is defined as a mindset of
openness to novelty in which the individual actively constructs categories and dis-
tinctions (Langer, 1989). More recently, scientists in the field of mindfulness gath-
ered to conceptualize an operational definition of mindfulness in order to offer
greater consistency for this construct in future studies. This group arrived at a two-
part definition of mindfulness: (1) mindfulness involves the self-regulation of atten-
tion; and (2) an attitude of curiosity, openness, and acceptance (Bishop et al., 2004).
This definition, which was to provide guidance for the field, is what will be most
instructive for this chapter.

The practice of mindfulness derives from ancient Buddhist meditation practices
from over 2500 years ago, and is described as the experience of consciously attempt-
ing to focus attention on the present moment, in a non-judgmental manner, where
one attempts to not dwell on discursive, ruminating thought, putting aside past and
future distractions (Shapiro, 1982). Niemiec (2014) summarized Stern’s (2004)
present moment phenomenology as a brief, not necessarily verbal experience that is
just long enough to capture the shortest of holistic happenings (groupings of
thoughts, feelings, actions, or sensations) currently in our awareness or conscious-
ness. Mindfulness, then, is contrasted with the habitual mind, the automatic pro-
cessing that our minds are busy with on a daily basis, the activities or mind
wanderings we go by without much attention or effort (Niemiec, 2014; Segal,
Williams, & Teasdale, 2013). As a “way of being,” mindfulness can be applied to
any moment-to-moment experience (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). As such, mindfulness can
be considered not only as a technique or an exercise, but should rather be looked at
as a path to building greater awareness of the present moments in our experiences
(Niemiec, 2014).

A meta-analysis conducted by Sedlmeier and colleagues (2012) sought to under-
stand the effects of mindfulness-based meditation, examining 163 studies and their
reported effects on outcomes such as anxiety, concentration, and well-being.
Opverall, the results indicated that mindfulness has a global positive effect, generally
having a positive impact across psychological variables, although effects are stronger
on negative emotional variables rather than cognitive ones.

To date, a number of mindfulness-based interventions have been developed. The
most notable program is Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) (Kabat-
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Zinn, 1982, 2003), an effective treatment for daily life stress and stress-related
symptoms (Praissman, 2008). Other notable programs include: Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) (Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999), Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) (Segal et al., 2013) and Dialectical Behavior
Therapy (DBT) (Linehan, 1993). Many more mindfulness-based interventions exist,
with the aim of repairing physical or mental health conditions (see Cullen, 2011).

Correlates

All of these mindfulness-based interventions share the goal of alleviating problems
and symptoms, and indeed, a recent meta-analysis supports that mindfulness is
beneficial in reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression. Khoury and colleagues
(2013) examined the effects of mindfulness-based interventions across 209 studies
with more than 12,000 participants. It is important to note that this meta-analysis
sought to better isolate the effects of mindfulness, looking at interventions such as
MBCT and MBSR, and therefore excluded therapies that included mindfulness as
part of another treatment, such as DBT and ACT. This meta-analysis pointed to
mindfulness therapies’ potential in decreasing clinical and non-clinical levels of
anxiety and depression at post-treatment, with results maintained or improved at
follow-up. Mindfulness-based interventions were also shown to increase mindful-
ness itself (as measured in the various studies), the levels of which in-itself strongly
correlated with the above-mentioned clinical outcomes, pointing to the key role
mindfulness may play in the effectiveness of these therapies.

Practicing mindfulness has been shown to have positive effects across a wide
range of domains in one’s everyday life. In examining mindfulness and relation-
ships, Kowalski et al. (2014) showed that mindfulness was related to the feeling of
happiness and decreased expression of pet peeves among partners. In examining
mindfulness for organizational and personal well-being, Baccarani, Mascherpa, and
Minozzo (2013) demonstrated that practicing mindfulness for 4 weeks increased
well-being, self-control, general health and vitality, while anxiety and depression
were decreased. Desrosiers, Klemanski, and Nolen-Hoeksema (2013) set out to
examine the connection between the facets of mindfulness (observing, describing,
acting with awareness, non-judging, and non-reacting to inner experiences [Baer
et al., 2008]) and depression and anxiety, finding that all facets of mindfulness, with
the exception of observing, were negatively and significantly related to depression
and anxiety. Van Dam, Hobkirk, Sheppard, Aviles-Andrews, and Earleywine (2014)
examined mindfulness with respect to the same five facets as above, demonstrat-
ing that mindfulness therapy lowered anxiety, depression, and perceived stress. In
another example, Desrosiers, Vine, Klemanski, and Nolen-Hoeksema (2013) found
that mindfulness was negatively related to depression and to anxiety, mediated by
rumination and worry, respectively.
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In addition, many positive associations have been found between mindfulness
and flourishing-related outcomes, such as subjective well-being, positive affect, life sat-
isfaction, psychological well-being, optimism, self-regulation, self-compassion,
positive relationships, vitality, creativity, health, longevity, and a range of cognitive
skills (Baer, Smith, & Allen, 2004; Brown & Kasser, 2005; Brown & Ryan, 2003;
Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007; Carson, Carson, Gil, & Baucom, 2004; Keng,
Smoski, & Robins, 2011).

Integration of Character Strengths and Mindfulness

Theoretically, there has been little discussed about the overall integration and
mutual impact of mindfulness and character strengths. In the original VIA classifi-
cation work (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), links were drawn between character
strengths and Buddhist mindfulness training, not unlike the traditions of Tibetan
Buddhism which has drawn close links between meditation and the strengths of
compassion and wisdom (Chodron, 1997). As mentioned earlier, Bishop and col-
leagues (2004) defined mindfulness as involving two character strengths: self-
regulation of one’s attention and curiosity to allow for an attitude of openness and
acceptance. Baer and Lykins (2011) argued that mindfulness meditation can facili-
tate the cultivation of strengths and can increase well-being. The time one spends
using character strengths correlates with the levels of mindfulness one has (Jarden
etal., 2012).

For a review of research exploring the links between mindfulness and each of
the particular 24 character strengths, see Niemiec (2014). By way of a couple of
examples, creativity and judgment were found to correlate with mindfulness
(Sugiura, 2004), and hope/optimism was increased as a result of mindfulness prac-
tice (Carson et al., 2004).

Some research has drawn from the work of Thich Nhat Hanh (1998, 2009), link-
ing in detail how the Five Mindfulness Trainings are connected with character
strength use (see Niemiec, 2012). Niemiec and colleagues (2012) voiced how these
two human elements have the potential for growth and self-improvement, as well as
highlighted more explicitly how a connection between mindfulness and character
strengths exists. They argued that there is a potential for integrating the two prac-
tices together, to create a virtuous circle of positive impact, or, as they elude—an
upward positive spiral (Fredrickson, 2001). In this way, they explained how mind-
fulness can help one to express character strengths in a way that is balanced and
sensitive to context, and also that character strengths can bolster an individual’s
mindfulness practice by overcoming typical obstacles and barriers—thus super-
charging mindfulness (Niemiec, 2014). Furthermore, due to the nature of character
strengths interventions (e.g., selecting a character strength to apply to a real-life
situation), there is a practical foundation that enables a ready-made pathway for
mindfulness, and consequently, mindful living (Niemiec, 2012).
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Meaning and Purpose

Core Concepts and Research

Meaning in life is the perception of a purpose, significance or mission in life, and its
role in positive human functioning was noted by Frankl (1965) long before positive
psychology existed as we know it today (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010; Steger,
2009). Since the turn of the century, meaning has been receiving much attention,
and there is a growing body of research showing that finding meaning in life is
indicative of well-being, good mental health, and decreased psychopathology
(Vella-Brodrick, Park, & Peterson, 2009). As such, meaning is one of the higher
correlating constructs (besides engagement and pleasure) with life satisfaction, and
is a key player among these three pathways to a happy life (Peterson, Park, &
Seligman, 2005).

Meaning can be found in any context an individual is part of, be it a religious
institution or work (Duckworth, Steen, & Seligman, 2005). In assessing the compo-
nents of well-being, a meaningful life has been described as one that serves a higher
purpose, and provides a lasting meaning to a life that matters (Peterson et al., 2005).
Proyer, Annen, Eggimann, Schneider, and Ruch (2012) argued that such a purpose
can be seen in those that choose a military career—a career that is meant to serve
the greater good. Their study examined the role of the three orientations to happi-
ness in career satisfaction, with only the meaningful life playing a significant role in
its prediction.

Littman-Ovadia and Steger (2010) have further demonstrated the role of mean-
ing in life, showing its significant relationship to satisfaction in work and life, in
working and volunteering groups. Satisfaction in the latter group further supports
the notion of life satisfaction and well-being being derived from an activity per-
ceived to be serving a higher purpose.

Regardless of the context, considering the significant contributions that meaning
has on satisfaction in the various domains, on well-being, and happiness as a whole,
individuals strive to achieve a meaningful life (Duckworth et al., 2005). When con-
sidering the amount of time spent there, it is of no surprise that constructs like mean-
ing should be examined at the workplace (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010). As such,
it is also natural that people should strive to find work that is meaningful, “work that
is both significant and positive in valence” (Steger, Dik, & Duffy, 2012, p. 323).

In their study comparing volunteer and paid workers, Littman-Ovadia and Steger
(2010), among other variables, examined the relationship between meaning and
satisfaction from life, work, and well-being. Their volunteer and working samples
demonstrated a strong connection between having meaning in their volunteer activity/
work and life satisfaction.

As such, meaningful work, providing one with a sense of higher purpose, is
integral to the sense of calling (Steger, Pickering, Shin, & Dik, 2010). Calling is the
perception one’s work has toward fulfilling one’s destiny, the opportunity to enjoy
one’s work while being good at it. Seeing one’s work as a calling allows one to
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experience all three orientations of happiness—engagement, meaning, and
pleasure—through the work place (Harzer & Ruch, 2012). To further support this
notion, research conducted on calling indicates that experiencing one’s work as a
calling is linked to increased work and life-related well-being (Dufty, Bott, Allan,
Torrey, & Dik, 2012).

McKnight and Kashdan (2009) theorized that a purpose in life is the ultimate aim
around which all aspects of one’s life, one’s behaviors and goals, are organized. In
terms of the basic elements of purpose, it (1) stimulates behavioral consistency, (2)
generates appetitively motivated behaviors, (3) stimulates cognitive flexibility, (4)
aids in efficient resource allocation for greater productivity, and (5) stimulates
higher level cognitive processing. They suggested a three-dimensional theory, such
that the following three concepts can describe purpose: (1) scope—the breadth of
the purpose’s influence across the various domains in life; (2) strength—the actions,
thoughts, and emotions that purpose influences within its scope; and (3) aware-
ness—the attention paid to the purpose, influenced by the scope and strengths of the
purpose (e.g., if one’s purpose is broad in scope and is strong, one is very likely to
be more aware of it). The aspects that allow one to organize one’s life toward one’s
purpose are interrelated, and once a certain cognitive or behavioral cue is activated,
the entire network is activated and is brought to one’s awareness. Organizing all the
necessary cues through the purpose-centered framework lightens one’s cognitive
load. When one is unaware of one’s purpose, resources necessary for its achieve-
ment are much less organized. A purpose in one domain does not mean that one
cannot have a purpose in another, and it may be beneficial to have the opportunity
to work toward a second purpose when the first becomes too difficult. That being
said, having too many purposes may make cognitive resources difficult to allocate.
Among the benefits of purpose are the organization of emotions, buffering against
stress and increased resilience. Ultimately, McKnight and Kashdan (2009) sug-
gested that purpose is influential in health and well-being.

In support of the latter point, Hill and Turiano (2014) set out to examine the
effect of purpose on longevity. Longevity was examined longitudinally (14-year
follow up) across different age groups, showing that purpose was significantly asso-
ciated with longevity regardless of age, such that its benefits are demonstrated
across the lifetime.

Integration of Character Strengths and Meaning

Peterson, Ruch, Beermann, Park, and Seligman (2007) conducted an initial study
examining the relationship of character strengths and the three modes of existence
according to authentic happiness orientations (Seligman, 2002) —the pleasurable,
engaging, and meaningful existence. While all 24 strengths significantly accounted
for some of the variance in all three orientations to happiness, the effect was the
largest in the meaningful orientation. In turn, meaning was the stronger predictor of
life satisfaction. Meaning was most strongly associated with the character strength
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of religiousness/spirituality, with the character strengths of zest, hope, and gratitude
also revealing high correlations with meaning.

When examining individual strengths, zest, curiosity, gratitude, and hope
emerged with the strongest associations with all three modes of existence —the
pleasurable, engaging, and meaningful existence (Brdar & Kashdan, 2010). These
specific strengths also showed the highest associations with the three most impor-
tant human needs according to self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci,
2001)—satisfaction of autonomy, relatedness, and competence needs—as well as
with life satisfaction (Brdar & Kashdan, 2010). Looking at meaning specifically,
Brdar and Kashdan (2010) found that a meaningful life was significantly correlated
with all 24 strengths.

The role of character strengths and meaning has also been considered at the
workplace. Specifically, Littman-Ovadia and Steger (2010) examined the deploy-
ment and endorsement of character strengths in two samples of volunteers and a
sample of working adults. Deploying strengths at work provided key links to mean-
ing among both young and middle-aged volunteers, and adult working women.
Among adult volunteers and paid workers, endorsing strengths was related to mean-
ing. Together, these findings provide a model for understanding how strengths may
play a role in explaining how both volunteer and paid workers find meaning.

Finally, a study conducted by Allan (2015) found not only that all 24 strengths
were positively correlated with a meaningful life, but that a balance in certain
strengths was also related to a meaningful life. High agreement in the pairs of kind-
ness and honesty, love and social intelligence, and hope and gratitude were related
to the experience of a meaningful life. If this harmony is important, these results
indicate that for a meaningful life, it is important to develop all, rather than a few,
character strengths.

In Peterson and colleagues’ study (2007), it was found that the path to life
satisfaction and the strengths of religiousness/spirituality and perspective was medi-
ated by meaning. Berthold and Ruch (2014) examined satisfaction in life in
non-religious and religious people. Their results indicated that those that practice
their religion score higher on the strengths of kindness, love, hope, forgiveness and
spirituality, and report a more meaningful life.

Character strengths-based interventions were shown to increase happiness (mean-
ing being a key concept in defining happiness) with lasting effects in Seligman and
colleagues’ (2005) Internet-based study. In a later study, Gander, Proyer, Ruch, and
Wyss (2013) replicated Seligman and colleagues’ (2005) study and demonstrated
that the intervention of using a character strength in a new way had not only increased
happiness, but also alleviated symptoms of depression, and its effects lasted for
6 months after the intervention. The study also showed the benefits of utilizing more
specific strengths-based interventions, such as the gratitude visit, on well-being.
Proyer, Ruch, and Buschor (2013) have also tested the effects of character strengths-
based interventions on happiness, also operating under Seligman and colleagues’
(2005) definition of happiness. Although, instead of looking at signature strengths,
Proyer and colleagues (2013) compared the effects applying strengths that are highly
correlated with life satisfaction (zest, humor, curiosity, gratitude, and hope) versus
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those strengths that do not often correlate with life satisfaction (appreciation of
beauty and excellence, creativity, kindness, and love of learning) and a group that
received no strengths intervention of any sort, finding that both character-strengths
groups reported increased life satisfaction and happiness.

Kerr, O’Donovan, and Pepping (2015) examined the effects of gratitude or kind-
ness interventions in a clinical setting, where individuals were asked to list things
they were grateful for or list the kind acts they had committed, respectively. Although
there was an increase in satisfaction with life, the study did not find that either inter-
vention increased meaning in life, as measured by the Purpose in Life test (rather
than the Authentic Happiness Inventory, which is commonly used to assess happi-
ness on its components, including meaning in life). It is also important to note that
the study used rather small groups of roughly 16 participants in each of its three
groups (kindness, gratitude, and control).

Integration of Mindfulness and Meaning

With the potential that mindfulness has for experiencing the self and surroundings,
it seems natural to examine the effects that such a process could have on one’s
meaning in life.

In attempting to validate a mindfulness assessment, the Five Facet Mindfulness
Questionnaire (FFMQ; Baer et al., 2008), mindfulness was checked against mea-
sures of psychological symptoms, as well as measures of psychological well-being.
Purpose, and within it meaning, was one of the core elements measuring psycho-
logical well-being. Mindfulness was found to be positively correlated to well-being
across a sample consisting of meditators, students, and a community sample, which
was generally highly educated. It is important to note that only among practicing
meditators was there a relationship between well-being and the observing facet of
mindfulness (noticing or attending to internal or external experiences, such as
smells), suggesting that experienced meditators are practiced in unbiased, rather
than selective, observing of stimuli.

Jacobs et al. (2011) were the first to set out and examine the effects of mindful-
ness directly on meaning in life, as part of the purpose in life scale of Ryff’s (1989)
well-being scale. Although this is the same well-being scale used in Baer’s (2009)
study, here only the purpose in life scale was attended to, such that meaning in life
could be better isolated. The participants of the study were instructed by a Buddhist
scholar and practitioner in “the cultivation of attentional skills and the generation of
benevolent mental states’ (Jacobs et al., 2011; p. 668). While no significant changes
were reported by the waitlisted controls, meditation participants experienced a sig-
nificant improvement in their levels of meaning, as well as mindfulness itself, and a
decrease on measures such as neuroticism.

In a study conducted by Kogler et al. (2015) examining the effects of existential
behavioral therapy (EBT) on informal caregivers to palliative patients, mindfulness
was found to be significantly correlated to meaning in life. Although the study did
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not find that EBT had an impact on meaning, and nor was that relationship mediated
by mindfulness, it was found that meaning in life increased significantly when
mindfulness was practiced in a formal and informal manner, frequently and
infrequently.

Most recently, Allan, Bott, and Suh (2015) attempted to link mindfulness to
meaning in life, finding that it was positively correlated to the latter. However, they
attempted to do so with the mediation of SDT, finding that awareness positively
mediated the effect of mindfulness on meaning, indicating that awareness may be
the key factor in explaining the role of mindfulness in meaning.

Practice Considerations

Based on this exciting research that is unfolding around character strengths, mean-
ing, and mindfulness, as well as the integration of these areas, there are a number of
considerations we suggest for practitioners. We discuss these ideas from two gen-
eral perspectives: (1) single targeted interventions—brief strategies designed to
elevate mindfulness of character strengths and life meaning; and (2) multifaceted
integration programs—Here, we focus on mindfulness-based strengths practice
(MBSP), a comprehensive, manualized program integrating character strengths and
mindfulness that has been found in pilot studies to boost meaning and purpose for
participants.

Targeted Interventions

Based on the emerging science, the use of signature strengths is aligned with indi-
viduals tapping into harmonious passion (Forest et al., 2012), a variable consistent
with concepts relating to purpose and meaning. Moreover, interventions involving
the use of signature strengths have been successful across several populations and
cultures, and thus are a core element of the following interventions. We order these
three interventions around time orientation—an intervention around past use, pres-
ent use, and future use.

Source of Meaning

This exercise involves looking to the past.

1. Wong (1998) has suggested seven central sources of meaning: relationships, inti-
macy, self-transcendence, self-acceptance, fairness, spirituality/religion, and
achievement. As you review this list of potential sources where people com-
monly find greater meaning, name the two that have been the strongest sources
of meaning in your life up until now.
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2. As you think about these two sources of meaning, consider how your character
strengths (signature strengths and other strengths) have helped you capitalize on
each in the past. Journal about the ways in which your character strengths have
served as pathways to manifest these sources of meaning.

Strengths Alignment

This exercise looks at current work tasks and the potential of greater strengths use
when engaging in these tasks. Researchers are drawing important links between
signature strengths use and work that is a “calling” experience (Harzer & Ruch,
2012). This intervention on “aligning strengths™ highlights this effect.

1. List the five tasks that you do most frequently at work (e.g., filing, leading team
meetings, emailing clients, making sales calls, etc.).

2. Review your top seven strengths in your character strengths profile from the VIA
Survey.

3. Write down one way you can use any one of your top strengths with each of the
five work tasks (e.g., using kindness to lead a team meeting with sensitivity to
others’ needs, using creativity to offer different perspectives when making a
sales call, etc.).

4. Explain how you will bring the character strength forth in the given task.

Point of clarification: This alignment exercise is asking individuals to both match
one strength with each task (it is okay to repeat strengths more than once) and
describe how they will do the task with their character strength in mind.

‘What Matters Most?

This “what matters most?” intervention, which builds upon the best possible self
exercise (Meevissen, Peters, & Alberts, 2011), invites individuals to look to the
future:

1. Imagine your not-so-distant future—perhaps 6 months or 1 year from now. Name
one area of your life that matters most to you—something that is so important and
meaningful to you that you’d like to improve it (e.g., increasing happiness in mar-
riage, graduating from college, improving physical health).

2. List one way in which each of your five strongest signature strengths could be
used as a “pathway of meaning” to help you improve this area and would there-
fore assist you in deepening your experience of what matters most.

This exercise immediately brings individuals to a key source of meaning and
provides an immediate, easy-to-use, energizing, and individualized mechanism
(signature strengths) as a pathway for getting there.
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Multifaceted Integration Programs

Here we focus on the first program designed to integrate mindfulness and character
strengths to foster anumber of positive outcomes, including meaning — Mindfulness-
Based Strengths Practice (MBSP).

In merging the conceptual, scientific, and practical links between mindfulness
and character strengths, and in integrating cross-cultural pilot group feedback,
Niemiec (2014) developed MBSP—a program designed to explicitly focus on what
is best in people. The rationale behind this link lives in the definition of each con-
cept, as practicing mindfulness assumes the deployment of such character strengths
as self-regulation and curiosity, while the mindful deployment of character strengths
is the strengthening of mindfulness itself. As such, “the practice of mindfulness is
strengths, and the practice of strengths is mindfulness” (Niemiec, 2014, p. 104).

MBSP involves didactic input, strength meditations, exercises, and discussions
to encourage participants to enhance their engagement with life and to increase
levels of meaning, improve problem-management, and catalyze flourishing
(Niemiec, 2014). The program has substantive roots from existing and empirically
tested and validated mindfulness programs, such as MBSR and MBCT. More spe-
cifically, the program is built from Thich Nhat Hanh’s mindfulness work based on
mindful living (Nhat Hanh, 1993), and on the other hand, it is grounded from the
character strengths research developed by Peterson and Seligman (2004). The
unique aspect of MBSP is how mindfulness—usually a quiet and often calming
approach—is combined with the energy and engagement that strengths provide,
providing a unique synergy between these two forces of positive psychology
(Niemiec, 2014).

The motivations for practicing meditation usually stem from the desire to deal
with psychological emotional problems, and/or expand consciousness (Sedlmeier
etal., 2012), and MBSP was created to support both, but is particularly aligned with
the latter. Niemiec (2014) noted that MBSP can be likened to a third wave approach
to psychological treatment, since it targets more meaningful living. This is also
reflected in approaching MBSP as a practice, rather than “therapy,” as the goal is to
improve and grow, rather than fix and perfect. As a result, MBSP is perfectly placed
as a practice for any therapist, coach, consultant or even the general consumer,
whether or not they have previous experience with mindfulness or character
strengths.

In essence, MBSP operates from four universal assumptions of human beings
(Niemiec, 2014). Firstly, individuals have the power to build their character strengths
and mindfulness. Secondly, people can use their mindfulness ability and their char-
acter strengths to deepen self-awareness, foster insight, build a life of meaning and
purpose, build relationships, and to reach their goals. Thirdly, individuals practiced
in MBSP can use their core qualities in a more balanced and proficient manner.
Finally, applying character strengths to mindfulness practice and mindful living will
encourage individuals to become more consistent, as well as enabling themselves to
reap more benefits from their mindfulness practice.
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As a result of participating in a course of MBSP sessions, clients report clear
experiences of growth. Niemiec (2014) explained that this growth is sometimes
incremental, in which individuals are just beginning to challenge their old ways,
while others experience the growth as an awakening, some reporting that they wish
they could have gone through the process years earlier. In more operational terms,
the changes can be subtle, substantial, or both—an individual may experience subtle
changes between each session, amounting to a substantial change at the last session,
when compared to when they had just started. The program is composed of eight,
2-h group sessions spanning over 8 weeks, though adaptations frequently occur.
See Table 2 for a listing of the core themes of each week.

Table 2 MBSP sessions and topic areas

Session | Core topic Description

1 Mindfulness and The autopilot mind is pervasive; insights and change
autopilot opportunities start with mindful attention.

2 Your signature Identify what is best in you; this can unlock potential to engage
strengths more in work and relationships and reach higher personal

potential.

3 Obstacles are The practice of mindfulness and of strengths exploration leads
opportunities immediately to two things—obstacles/barriers to the practice

and a wider appreciation for the little things in life.

4 Strengthening Mindfulness helps us attend to and nourish the best, innermost
mindfulness in qualities in ourselves and others, while reducing negative
everyday life judgments of self and others; conscious use of strengths can

help us deepen and maintain a mindfulness practice.

5 Valuing your Mindful attending can nourish two types of relationships:
relationships relationships with others and our relationship with ourselves.

Our relationships with ourselves contribute to self-growth and
can have an immediate impact on our connection with others.

6 Mindfulness of Mindfulness helps to focus on problems directly and character
the golden mean strengths help to reframe and offer different perspectives not

immediately apparent.

Optional | MBSP !2-day Mindful living and character strengths apply not only to good

retreat retreat meditation practice but also to daily conversation, eating,

walking, sitting, reflecting, and the nuances therein (e.g.,
opening the refrigerator door, turning a doorknob, creating a
smile). This day is therefore, a practice day.

7 Authenticity and It takes character (e.g., courage) to be a more authentic “you”
goodness and it takes character (e.g., hope) to create a strong future that

benefits both oneself and others. Set mindfulness and character
strengths goals with authenticity and goodness in the forefront
of the mind.

8 Your engagement | Stick with those practices that have been working well and
with life watch for the mind’s tendency to revert back to automatic

habits that are deficit-based, unproductive, or that prioritize
what’s wrong in you and others. Engage in an approach that
fosters awareness and celebration of what is strongest in you
and others.
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Each session focuses on a different aspect of mindfulness and character strengths,
leading to the integration of the two concepts and their application in everyday life,
problems, relationships, and planning for the future. MBSP suggests the weekly
completion of experiential practices and exercises between sessions, allowing for
deeper integration and benefit.

To be sure, MBSP is based in strong research foundations, however, it cannot yet
be viewed as an evidence-based approach. Pilot research is promising, with
participant-reports consistently noting benefits to meaning, purpose, well-being,
management of problems, and other valued outcomes. Pilot studies reveal positive
results relative to control groups (Briscoe, 2014; Niemiec, 2014) and case studies
with several organizations have been reported (Niemiec & Lissing, 2016). As of this
writing, randomized-controlled trials are underway (including a comparison of
MBSP and CBT) and practitioners are testing and adapting it to a number of client
populations and settings, including organizations, schools, teachers, parents of chil-
dren with and without disabilities, young mothers, young adult entrepreneurs, peo-
ple with severe mental illness, and caregivers, to name a few. Practitioners bring
positive feedback from the field, reporting on a variety of positive effects they wit-
nessed in their clients and students. One example of a unique benefit of MBSP that
is frequently observed and reported is the strengthening and building of positive
relationships (Niemiec & Lissing, 2016) —a finding that if found in future empirical
studies may potentially have a robust association with life meaning and purpose.
These successful feasibility and pilot studies warrant further research on MBSP as
an intervention program to boost meaning, purpose, positive relationships, well-
being, and other valued outcomes.

Future Recommendations

The field of positive psychology has unique and compelling aims to enhance
flourishing in the general population (Seligman, 2011). Therefore, the creation
and the scientific validation of interventions, practices, and programs for improv-
ing and enhancing positive qualities, not only reducing and alleviating problems
(Parks & Biswas-Diener, 2013), needs to be established in order to accomplish
these aims.

There appear to be substantial positive associations for mindfulness practices and
character strengths practices; however, less is known about their interactions, syner-
gistic outcomes, and relations with meaning and purpose. The targeted interventions
we suggest offer some potential pathways for making strides in the practice of these
areas. In addition, research suggests multi-component mindfulness therapies are
more effective than mindfulness alone (Vgllestad, Nielsen, & Nielsen, 2012), thus
programs such as Mindfulness-Based Strengths Practice are well-positioned to be
enhancers of meaning.
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Key Takeaways

* The endorsement of character strengths have been linked with life satisfaction
and positive affect, self-acceptance, a sense of purpose in life, environmental
mastery, physical and mental health, coping with daily stress, and resilience to
stress and trauma. Character strengths also enhance the welfare of others in the
individual’s social environment.

* The deployment of character strengths have been linked with job and life satis-
faction, academic goal-achievement, and positive affect. The deployment of sig-
nature strengths, in new and different ways, increases happiness and decreases
depressive symptoms.

* Mindfulness is beneficial in reducing clinical and non-clinical levels of anxiety
and depression at post-treatment, with results maintained or improved at follow-
up. Practicing mindfulness has positive effects across a wide range of domains in
one’s everyday life. Many positive associations have been found between mind-
fulness and flourishing-related outcomes, such as subjective well-being, positive
affect, life satisfaction, psychological well-being, optimism, self-regulation,
self-compassion, positive relationships, vitality, creativity, health, longevity, and
arange of cognitive skills.

* Mindfulness can help one to express character strengths in a way that is balanced
and sensitive to context, and character strengths can bolster an individual’s mind-
fulness practice by overcoming typical obstacles and barriers —thus supercharg-
ing mindfulness.

e All 24 strengths have been linked with a meaningful life. Harmony and balance
between strengths are also important for a meaningful life. Thus, any of the 24
character strengths can be targeted in an intervention or improved upon.

* Mindfulness practice has been linked with a meaningful life.

» Interventions that integrate these areas can be deployed across time orientation—
the past can be used to target “sources of meaning” and the character strengths
pathways, the present can be emphasized by examining the “alignment of signa-
ture strengths” with work tasks (linked with meaning/calling), and the future can
be called upon with the “what matters most?” exercise that links strengths with a
positive vision of oneself in the future.

e Mindfulness-based strengths practice (MBSP), a comprehensive, manualized
program integrating character strengths and mindfulness, has been found in pilot
studies to boost meaning and purpose for participants.
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