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Abstract: COVID-19 is truly an unprecedented event, forcing nearly four billion people into
isolation, social distancing, and requiring people to rigorously follow public health measures
such as frequent hand washing and indoor face-covering. People around the world have spent
months staying home-bound, enduring significant financial, social, and emotional costs. They
have been feeling anxious, irritable, afraid, and ambivalent in the wake of an invisible,
pervasive, and potent pandemic. A strength focus can help us mitigate unwarranted or
excessive negative emotions engendered by maintaining social distancing. This paper posits
that by using our strengths, we can enhance our psychological immunity through pragmatic
actions to enhance our daily wellbeing. More importantly, we can reframe and reappraise
challenges to build perspective in dealing with global crises such as pandemics and disasters.
Strengths expressed through pragmatic actions can boost our coping skills as well as enhance
our wellbeing. Consistent with the zeitgeist of our times-equity, social justice, digital
connections, the paper offers easily implemented, concrete actions using character strengths
in adaptive ways to reduce the likelihood that social distancing will result in overwhelming
anxiety, lack of structure or stimulation, and demoralization.

Keywords: character strengths, crises, pandemics, positive psychology interventions, social
distancing, COVID-19

Applications:

1. Managing Public Health Crisis. Nearly every person on this planet has been affected — in
one way or another — by COVID-19. To mitigate the transmission of the virus, social
isolation, social distancing and following public health measures rigorously for
prolonged period of time is required, with no end in sight. This can increase
psychological distress and decrease wellbeing. The ability to effectively manage public
health crisis, emotional stability and psychological wellbeing is critical.

2. Culturally Responsive Treatments. COVID-19 has exposed significant health and mental
health inequalities that have existed for decades. Working in low wage but essential
care and services positions, ethnic minorities, have suffered disproportionately from the
adverse impact of COVID-19. There is an urgent need to systematically identify the
most vulnerable individuals and offer them culturally responsive treatments.

3. Amplification of Strengths. Assessment and amelioration of symptoms should be taken
seriously. Equally important is the assessment and amplification of strengths. A
strengths-focused mental health approach will likely reduce stigma that hinders seeking
treatment in a timely fashion.
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1. Introduction

Epidemics, plagues, and pandemics have been part of human history, but COVID-19 is truly
unprecedented. It has forced an estimated four billion people into social isolation (Sanford, 2020).
Unless a safe vaccine becomes available and the majority of people take it, social isolation, social
distancing, face-covering, frequent hand washing, and remote connection might be the norm.
Pandemics, like large scale natural disasters, create significantly disruptions (Lau et al., 2003) and
COVID-19 is no exception. The data from an international study performed as a collaboration
between 41 research organizations from 47 countries representing Europe, North-Africa,
Western Asia and Americas, completed in seven languages, with 1047 participants was collected
in early April 2020 (Ammar et al., 2020). The study assessed wellbeing, life satisfaction, social
participation, diet behaviour, sleep quality, technology use, and psychosocial support. Questions
were presented in a deferential format with items related to responses “before” and “during”
confinement conditions. The study found significant psychosocial strain in terms of large
decreases in the amount of social activity through family (58%), friends/neighbours (45%), and
entertainment (48%). Social participation was associated with lower life satisfaction (31%) during
the confinement period. Social contact through digital means increased significantly (25%). The
study concluded that there is an acute need for innovative strategies which promote social
inclusion through digital solutions. An Italian study found significant increases in depression
and anxiety, when compared with pre-outbreak levels (Baiano et al., 2020). However, not
everyone develops clinical level of depression or anxiety. A French study explored the role of
emotional experience as a critical factor in the experience of time. The study found evidence for
the famous expression “time flies when you feel good; time drags when you feel bad."
Participants reported a slowing down of time as both sadness and boredom increased (Witowska
et al, 2020). When considering these factors, it is unsurprising that the cumulative impact of this
global phenomenon will be profound (Stanford, 2020). People have spent months in close
quarters to ‘flatten the curve’ and have endured significant financial, social and psychological
costs (Torales et al., 2020).

The curve, however, has an uneven impact, adversely impacting marginalized, ethnic,
indigenous, and immigrant communities when compared to Caucasians. A retrospective cohort
analysis of 1052 confirmed cases of COVID-19 from the period January 1 through April 8, 2020,
found that compared to non-Hispanic white patients, non-Hispanic African American patients
were 2.7 times more likely to be hospitalized, after adjustment for age, sex, comorbidities, and
income. Researchers attributed this to barriers to timely access to care or creation of
circumstances in which patients were delayed care (Yearby & Mohapatra, 2020). COVID-19 has
brought to light similar significant health and mental health inequalities that have existed for
decades. Due to these chronic inequalities, racial and ethnic minorities have always been the most
impacted by pandemics because of disparities in; exposure to the virus, susceptibility to
contracting the virus, and quality of treatment. Additionally, most marginalized communities
are especially employed in low wage critical infrastructure health and other services (Dee et al.,
2011; McLeod et al., 2020; Navaranjan et al., 2014). Recall your last health care visit or use of
public transit, how many health care and transit staff from a Non-White cultural background
have you encountered? Compared to many professionals—the majority of whom tend to be
White, heterosexual, privileged, and males —who can work from home, the majority of people of
colour, especially recent immigrants with heath care training and expertise, have no choice but
to leave the safer confines of their homes every day to go to work, increasing their exposure to
the virus. Many do not have the choice to do telemedicine and must travel to their workplace on
crowded public transit, putting them and their families at risk of contracting virus. To make
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matters worse, many marginalized workers work on a contractual basis without the benefits of
paid sick days and are in constant fear of losing their jobs. This additional factor puts them and
their families at further risk. Furthermore, low wage workers often live in small apartments, with
multi-generational families which further increases the risk of virus transmission (Azar et al.,
2020; Dorn et al., 2020; Krouse, 2020).

COVID-19 with its potential multiple peaks and waves, already has and will likely continue
to have profound impacts on the day to day wellbeing of individuals. Early indicators have
shown that the most stressful experiences regarding COVID-19 are; a) reading/hearing about
severity and contagiousness of COVID-19; b) uncertainty about length of quarantine; and c)
social distancing requirements. Younger, women and caregivers tend to experience more stress.
There have been dramatic shifts in sleep, diet, physical activity, substance abuse as well as in
dramatic increase in intimate partner violence (Arora & Grey, 2020; Buttell, & Ferreira, 2020). The
most common coping strategies used are distracting, information seeking and consuming social
media (Klaiber et al., 2020)

The goal of the current paper is to highlight how these challenges adversely impact day-to-
day wellbeing and how we can use our strengths to take adaptive, pragmatic, and purposeful
actions which are relevant to our wellbeing and use our strengths.

It is understandable that with the easing of restrictions, restless for months and bored, people
are adjusting to the new normal amidst a global pandemic with uncertainty —unsure how to
operate in the different public spheres —when and where to mask our faces, how to physically
distance in settings that are designed to connect us, and how to redesign work for an online
format. These everyday challenges have significantly increased worry and anxiety, when
compared to before the COVID-19 outbreak (Baiano et al., 2020). Some have even entertained
supernatural beliefs about COVID-19 (Somma et al., 2020). Eventually, it is hoped that a vaccine
will dispel worries and decrease anxiety. However, the cumulative impact of social distancing,
persistent fear and anxiety will likely be significant. In order to effectively deal with this
prolonged pandemic, with no clear end in sight, a comprehensive and inclusive psychological
support system which meets the needs of most, if not all, is perhaps as crucial as public health
measures (Wang et al., 2020). The primary goal of this paper is to offer individuals, dyads, and
families various inexpensive, practical, simple ideas which they can implement easily.

2. Coping with natural disasters, technological catastrophes and pandemics

Prior experiences can help us in understanding how to cope with these challenges. Natural
disasters (e.g., earthquakes, floods, tornados), technological catastrophes (e.g., nuclear and
hazardous material spills, plane crashes), and pandemics (e.g., severe acute respiratory
syndrome, avian or bird flu, Ebola virus, coronavirus) are all collective experiences impacting
individuals, families, and communities that we have dealt with before. Exposure to these events
is associated with both negative and positive outcomes (Fergusson & Boden, 2014; Naushad et
al., 2019). In particular, a systematic analysis of 41 studies that compared individuals exposed to
a range of natural disasters to their pre-exposure state or a non-exposed comparison group were
found to have higher levels of psychiatric disorders, especially post-traumatic stress disorder and
depression (Beaglehole et al., 2018). Feeling anxious, irritable, afraid, and demoralized in the
wake of a disaster as invisible, pervasive, and potent as a pandemic, makes sense. As noted
above, marginalized populations are disproportionately affected by such disasters, not only in
the United States, but across the globe (Shuchman, 2020; Yearby & Mohapatra, 2020), resulting
in more severe mental health effects (Burgess, 2020; Ornell et al., 2020; Potent et al., 2020).
Traditional interventions may not be culturally relevant or may have limited effectiveness in the
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face of cultural obstacles faced by disadvantaged populations. Consider a Hispanic woman who
will lose her income if she quits working in close quarters with others, or a Black man, wearing
a mask, trying to purchase groceries, operating under the fear that normal daily activities will
devolve into a confrontation with law enforcement officers. Traditional intervention may not be
effective, given that COVID-19 is evolving rapidly. There are no psychological interventions to
deal with COVID-19 specific concerns. Existing treatments, nonetheless, can offer supportive
care. There is room for effective psychological treatments which address pandemic specific
concerns such as social isolation, health anxiety and differential impact on marginalized
populations (Hansel et al., 2020; Holmes et al., 2020). The literature on the mental health
consequences of epidemics is sparse (Galea et al., 2020), but the mental health consequences of
large-scale disasters (e.g., terrorists attacks, extreme weather events, and industrial disasters)
have been documented (Galea et al., 2002; Gratten et al., 2011; Tracy et al., 2011). During the 2014
West Africa Ebola outbreak, informal networks and support groups of Ebola virus disease
survivors were formed somewhat spontaneously to support recovered individuals (Epstein et
al., 2014). Such psycho-social interventions can be encouraged and can play an important role in
helping people to cope with residual impacts of COVID-19. Despite the lack of knowledge as to
which psychological treatments are more relevant to treat COVID-19 related issues, their
importance as supportive care should not be minimized and these can still be very helpful in
dealing with symptoms of depression, anxiety and overall psychological distress (Holder et al.,
2017).

A strengths focus offers another path to help us mitigate unwarranted or excessive worry,
anxiety, and demoralization. Exploring and using our strengths can enhance our immunity to
stressors by building protective and pragmatic habits and actions. Applying our strengths helps
us to reframe and reappraise challenges, and potentially provides us with a steady dose of
wellbeing to build positive coping mechanisms (Baker et al., 2017). A strengths-based approach
may even be more effective for marginalized populations, in which traditional approaches to
mental health that focus on deficiencies in the individual can result in further demoralization,
and avoids the stigmatization resulting from diagnoses that may not adequately encapsulate the
socio-economic and cultural experiences of these populations (Samson, 2018; Zalaquett et al.,
2008). Compared to an approach that focuses on symptom alleviation, a strengths focus can be
more normalizing and engaging (Niemiec & McGrath, 2018; Rashid & Seligman, 2018). We offer
101 easily implemented, concrete actions that build on yours and others’ strengths in this period
of isolation and uncertainty (see Appendix A).

Tuning in to constant media coverage while being stuck at home can dramatically contribute
to negative consequences (Balaratnasingam & Janca, 2006). Work, school, and services
shutdowns, combined with directives for social distancing, anxiety and fear can quickly turn into
panic and terror. When we experience anxiety or demoralization in response to stressors, that
can serve as a signal that it is time to engage in protective behaviour. Tapping into our character
strengths —the main ingredients of our character —can help us mitigate unwarranted or excessive
fear, anxiety and demoralization. Focusing on our character strengths, not our sense of fear or
rage, offers a path to enhancing our psychological immunity.

3. Character strengths

Character strengths can be conceptualized in a number of ways. Christopher Peterson and Martin
Seligman (2004) offered a coherent model of such strengths, called the VIA (Values in Action)
Classification of Character Strengths and Virtues (CSV; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). According
to the CSV model, character strengths are traits or attributes of the individual that are
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ubiquitously valued in their own right. Unlike feelings of panic or demoralization that can leave
us feeling isolated, character strengths used in a balanced and contextualized way generally
boost one’s self-confidence and sense of efficacy (Niemiec & McGrath, 2019). The CVS outlines
24 character strengths, divided into six broader categories referred to as virtues (see Table 1):
Knowledge & Wisdom, Courage, Humanity, Justice, Temperance and Transcendence.

Table 1. VIA Classification of Character Strengths and Virtues.

1. Wisdom and Knowledge — 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 [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;
obviously 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 and to other people

II. 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
toit

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

Honesty [authenticity, integrityl: 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, energyl: Approaching life with excitement and energy; not doing things
halfway or half-heartedly; living life as an adventure; feeling alive and activated

III. Humanity - Interpersonal strengths that involve tending and befriending others

Love: 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 and feelings
of other people and oneself; knowing what to do to fit into different social situations; knowing what makes
other people tick

IV. 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 personal
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 time maintain
time good relations within the group; organizing group activities and seeing that they happen

V. Temperance — Strengths that protect against excess
Forgiveness: Forgiving those who have done wrong; accepting the shortcomings of others; giving people a
second chance; not being vengeful
Humility: Letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves; not regarding oneself as more special than
one is
Prudence: Being careful about one’s choices; not taking undue risks; not saying or doing things that might
later be regretted
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Self-Regulation [self-control]: Regulating what one feels and does; being disciplined; controlling one’s
appetites and emotions

VI. Transcendence - Strengths that forge connections to the larger 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 [faith, purposel: 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

Note. Adapted from Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification (pp. 29-30), by C. Peterson
& M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, American Psychological Association/Oxford University Press. Copyright 2004
by the Values in Action Institute. Adapted with permission. Terms in brackets are variants of the character
strength according to Peterson and Seligman (2004). Embedded hyperlinks refer to specific character
strength pages at the VIA website (www.viacharacter.org) offering an overview of the signature strengths,
critical questions, illustrations and summary of research findings. We have used the most updated titles
of character strengths, consistent with Values in Actions website. These may differ slightly from original
titles published by C. Peterson. & M. E. P. Seligman (2004).

Since the introduction of the CSV model in 2004, hundreds of studies have been conducted
exploring the role of character strengths in education, work, health and numerous other domains
(see Niemiec, 2018, for a review).

4. Using Character Strengths amidst COVID-19

Why would using character strengths be a useful way to respond to the fear and stress caused
by a pandemic? First, our strengths are as a natural part of our personalities as our weakness are.
Our sense of kindness, zest, or curiosity is a core part of who we are. One part of the CSV model
is the idea that for any person, some strengths are so central to an individual that they can be
called signature strengths. Researchers have suggested that on average people identify five of the
24 strengths as signature (McGrath, 2019; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Individuals typically
describe these strengths as essential to who they are, naturally energizing, and easy to use. For
example, a person for whom creativity is a signature strength might realize she automatically
searches for creative solutions whenever faced with a problem. A person for whom kindness is
a signature strength may feel renewed whenever he engages in kindness or sees someone else
acting kindly. Actively using one’s signature strengths can be a way for us to make contact with
positive feelings (Shoshani & Slone, 2016).

Signature strengths have been operationalized into pragmatic strategies. Often delivered
online, these are relatively simple strategies to increase wellbeing. Seligman et al. (2005)
empirically validated three strength-based interventions: Three Good Things, also known as
Blessings Journal; Using Signature Strengths in a New Way; and Gratitude Visit. Numerous
independent researchers have replicated these findings (Gander et al., 2013; Martinez-Marti &
Ruch, 2014; Mongrain & Anselmo-Mathews, 2012; Odou & Vella-Brodrick, 2013; Quinlan et al.,
2015; Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2015; Winslow et al., 2016). A number of systematic reviews and
meta-analyses have documented the effectiveness of strength-based interventions (Bolier et al.,
2013; Chakssi et al., 2018; Ghielen et al., 2017; Quinlan et al., 2015). A recent meta-analysis
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(Schutte & Malouff, 2019) of 14 studies has demonstrated that signature strengths interventions
increased positive affect and happiness (weighted mean Hedges’ g of 0.32) and life satisfaction
(g = 0.42), and decreased depression (¢ = 0.21). However, research on strength-based
interventions has a long way to go, with a need for more diverse samples and more behavioural
outcomes (e.g., improved sleep, more time spent in interacting with loved ones, number of
volunteer hour). That said, we have several reasons to believe a strengths-based approach can
offer a valid alternative to traditional psychological treatments: First, focusing on strengths rather
than our negative feelings or inadequacies when dealing with extreme stress can make those
negative thoughts and feelings less powerful. It can remind us that we have our personal
strengths that can carry us through the crisis (Shoshani & Slone, 2016).

Second, one important feature of character strengths — one of the reasons they are so widely
valued — is that they contribute to us as individuals, but also to those around us, and even at
times to the entire community. Being able to use humor in dark times, love to reach out to others,
or gratitude to make someone else who has done something good focus on it and feel better:
these simple acts help others feel stronger and more positive even while they do the same thing
for us (Davis et al., 2016). An important element of character strengths is that using them to
benefit ourselves does not diminish others.

Third, emerging lines of researchers have shown that, in addition to increasing wellbeing,
interventions based in character strengths also have the potential for alleviating or ameliorating
negatives states and symptoms associated with stressful events, including providing
psychological support in recovering from breast cancer (Casella-Grau et al., 2014), learning to
cope with difficult emotions (Quoidbach & Gross, 2015; Uliaszek et al., 2016), recovery from drug
addiction (Krentzman, 2013), dealing with chronic physical illness (Ghosh & Deb, 2017),
promoting healthy behaviour in the wake of cardiovascular disease (Celano et al., 2018), coping
with chronic illness (Yan et al., 2020), and potentially decreasing the perceived stress related to
care-giving (Garcia-Castro et al., 2020).

Finally, focusing on strengths can motivate us to respond more effectively to the challenges
we face. Strengths can be used to deal with those challenges adaptively, to come up with new
solutions for the obstacles created by natural disaster (Southwick et al., 2016). Consider the
frontline professionals dealing with COVID-19, including but not limited to doctors, nurses,
paramedics, first responders, and nursing home staff. They are exposed to repetitive trauma as
part of their work. Researchers have indicated that a substantial proportion of these providers
may develop symptoms of anxiety, including posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, alcohol
abuse, and medical concerns (Naushad et al., 2019). Yet, they are driven by their sense of
humanity, teamwork, kindness and fairness to continue. Quevillon and colleagues (2016) found
that opportunities for professional and personal growth can help buffer frontline workers against
mental health problems. Character strengths can serve as central ingredients for fostering such
growth. Therefore, the potential value of a focus on one’s character strengths during times of
disaster is not purely speculative.

Researchers have found in previous studies that strengths can be a protective factor in the
face of negative life events such as COVID-19. For example, a randomized study that used
strength-based case management with individuals who were HIV positive was found to be more
effective than usual care (Samet et al., 2019). Another example of the protective factor of strengths
includes homeless youth who when asked to describe their key personal strengths, reliably
identified attributes consistent with the 24 VIA character strengths. They anecdotally considered
those strengths to be vital protective factors in their lives. The degree to which their actual use of
strengths that were important to them matched their ideal use, and was also correlated with
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resilience, self-worth, and wellbeing (Cooley et al., 2019). Similarly, Sleijpen and colleagues
(2018) examined 26 empirical studies exploring sources of resilience in young refugees. Among
other factors, the character strength of spirituality was reliably associated with resilience. In the
context of natural disasters such as facing devastation from floods, those who were able to
embrace, rebuild, and develop inner strength demonstrated transformational perspectives on
self and the world (Rateau, 2017). Kampman and colleagues (2015) synthesized qualitative
findings on posttraumatic growth following severe physical injuries. Several of the themes they
identified were consistent with the VIA virtues of Humanity and Transcendence. Finally,
Blanchard et al. (2020) found that depression and functional impairment in individuals who had
suffered a significant interpersonal loss in the previous six months (death of a first-degree
relative or divorce) had a negative relationship with 11 of the 24 VIA character strengths.

4.1 Character strengths in disasters

Based on these research findings, we can suggest at least five ways in which character strengths
can play a vital role in enhancing the effectiveness of psychological care in the context of wide
scale disasters by facilitating individual and community preparedness, resilience, meaning-
making and potential posttraumatic growth (Southwick et al., 2016). First, the ability to make
meaning of disaster events has been found to be a strong predictor of overall resilience (Aiena et
al., 2016). Character strengths such as perspective, judgment, and spirituality can provide a
pragmatic foundation for developing a sense of the implications of this pandemic for the larger
scheme of our existence.

Second, being aware of and affirming our most important strengths can help us to reinterpret
and reframe our fear about the pandemic. When we are stressed, our focus becomes narrow, and
we tend to attend to selective aspects of a situation (Fredrickson et al., 2003). Approaching
disasters from the perspective of our strengths can enable us to personalize the experience in a
way that enhances the effectiveness of our responses. For example, the ability to navigate a
disaster can be enhanced by actively experiencing gratitude for loved ones” good efforts, even
minor efforts such as helping around the house; by learning about others” acts of responsible
citizenship and personally engaging in good citizenship; by reflecting and sharing with loved
ones a personal perspective on the pandemic; and by looking with hope towards a brighter
future.

Third, using our strengths during a pandemic can provide us with a steady dose of wellbeing
in ways which focusing on our vulnerabilities cannot. For example, research shows that helping
others also contributes to the actor’s wellbeing (Meyer et al., 2018). More than ever, it can be
important for us to look for opportunities to be kind to someone who is struggling. Whereas
negative emotions such as fear, anxiety and panic can paralyze us or threaten our wellbeing,
using strengths such as creativity, hope and optimism, self-regulation, gratitude, social
intelligence, kindness, and —perhaps most importantly —perspective, help us take action and
overcome adversity.

Fourth, challenges such as a global pandemic allow us to re-examine our priorities in life,
reappraise what we value, and evaluate whether our actions match with upholding these values
(Yang, 2020). For example, the COVID-19 pandemic has reminded us about the importance of
our physical health. We can use strengths to pursue physical health more effectively, e.g., by
thinking about the beauty in the world when we try to go to sleep rather than our fears, or by
using prudence to avoid eating while bored.

Finally, it is important to remember that, while the term social distance has been widely
adopted, what we mean by that is physical distance; social distance need not imply social isolation.
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In a time of social distancing, strengths use can offer us multiple ways to remain connected in
prosocial and positive ways. Our repertoire of strengths can still connect us to our social
networks. Strengths can facilitate three distinct aspects of social support (Jacobs et al., 2016;
Kaniasty & Norris, 2009). First, a strengths approach reduces the stigma and alienation that can
come from conceptualizing struggles as a mental health issue (Vertilo & Gibson, 2012). Second,
spotting others' strengths can help us more effectively ask others for help (e.g., Skeffington et al.,
2016). Third, knowing and using one’s strengths can increase social competence in the context of
the improved quality of social relationships, enhanced feelings of competence, increased
altruistic behaviour, and more meaningful leisure activity (Fruel et al., 2001; Kashdan et al., 2006).
Though social support is an important contributor to being able to cope with challenges (Prati &
Pietrantoni, 2010), we need to keep in mind that the value of social supports should be viewed
within a larger socio-economic and cultural milieu. For example, an individual from a
marginalized community may be well-connected with other community members, but the
community itself may not have sufficient resources such as disposable income, infrastructure, or
time to help due to long work hours.

4.2 Adaptive use of character strengths while being home-bond

How do we effectively use our strengths to cope more effectively while staying home and
maintaining physical distance? The list of 101 examples in Appendix A attempts to translate the
abstract notions of character strengths into concrete and pragmatic actions that do not take a lot
of effort and can produce desirable results quickly. Each action is associated with one or more
strengths, with hyperlinks to specific page of the VIA Website (www.viacharacter.org) which
offers a comprehensive review of each of the 24 strengths, critical questions, illustrations, and a
summary of empirical findings. One can complete a free strengths measure and receive
instantaneous feedback. Please note that these strategies are intended for individuals and
families who may be spending more time at home due to the COVID-19 pandemic but are not
infected. Most, if not all, of these actions engage multiple strengths, as noted in parentheses.
Certain strengths such as kindness are more represented than humility. This imbalance is in part
due to the specific challenges related to COVID-19. These actions have been largely distilled from
the first author’s nearly two decades of experience trying to integrate character strengths with
mental health symptoms in clinical settings (Rashid & Seligman, 2018), with substantial input
from the second author.!

In summary, the negative emotions that are engendered by natural disasters call for making
available traditional methods of intervention for clinical syndromes. However, these approaches
can be complemented by a more positively focused, strengths-based perspective, one that relies
on the individual’s existing capacities for effective functioning. Instead of stigmatizing to
individuals who are already disadvantaged, we believe a strengths approach can be
empowering, and provide a valuable new avenue for taking on the task of managing the
demands of a world in upheaval.
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