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Strengths-based advising is proposed as a new
lens for higher education, one that enables advisors
to see diverse groups of students fulfill their poten-
tial and achieve excellence. Based on research from
social work, positive psychology, and the business
world, this approach enables advisors to identify and
build on the inherent talents students bring with
them into the college and university setting, teach-
ing students to develop and apply their strengths to
new and challenging learning tasks. This explicit
focus on students’ natural talents builds the confi-
dence and motivation necessary for achievement and
persistence in college. We contend that this approach
to advising represents a much-needed paradigm
shift within higher education.
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In a recent issue of About Campus, Hunter and
White (2004, p. 20) asked an important question:
“Could fixing academic advising fix higher edu-
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needs assistance to meet the expectations placed on
her or him in the college environment. Advisors may
discuss students’ strengths in the assessment pro-
cess, but too often this discussion remains rhetoric,
a postscript offered as the student leaves the office.

Those in American higher education are not
unique in a deficit-based philosophical approach to
improved success. Gallup surveys conducted in
countries around the world show that the majority
of people surveyed believes that addressing weak-
nesses will “help people improve more” than will an
emphasis on their strengths (Hodges & Clifton,
2004). As we as well as Hodges and Clifton have
seen, addressing weaknesses can result in at least
short-term improvement: performance often
improves, but not to levels of excellence and often
at a very high price. Attrition rates remain very
high among at-risk students, and low levels of aca-
demic motivation are often the norm (Anderson &
McGuire, 1997). In addition, as Yarbrough (2002,
p. 63) noted, advising encounters that consist of
“probing questions designed to illuminate and clar-
ify the shortcomings and inadequacies of the student
. . . [are] potentially demoralizing.” As a result of this
reduced motivation, students become less involved
in the campus community, believing that they do not
really belong there in the first place, and they
actively avoid and resist the very services designed
to help them overcome their deficits. Faculty and
staff then invest less time and energy with these stu-
dents, either believing that they should not have
been admitted or believing that the students are not
motivated enough to overcome their weaknesses.
When student weakness is the focus of attention, a
vicious cycle of low expectations is initiated among
students, faculty members, and staff alike. In short,
deficit-based remediation largely fails to address the
most fundamental challenge in producing high aca-
demic achievement: student engagement in his or her
own learning processes.

The Foundations of Strengths-Based Advising

Research conducted by the Gallup Organization
(Clifton & Harter, 2003) has led to a potentially rev-
olutionary discovery: Individuals who focus on
their weaknesses and remediate them are only able
to achieve average performance at best; they are able
to gain far more—and even to reach levels of excel-
lence—when they expend comparable effort to
build on their talents. This discovery is of enormous
import to higher education as a whole, but it has par-
ticular application to the relationships of advisors
and students.

Building on the research initially conducted in

the business world (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001;
B
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emphasis on a holistic approach to student growth
and success and in its tenets of advising as teach-
ing, differs from the developmental model in sev-
eral significant ways. First, it is based on a different
foundation: student motivation instead of needs
assessment. Rather than assessing only student
needs or the gaps that exist between student skills
and the demands of the college environment, advi-
sors using a strengths-based approach first address
student motivation and assume that when students
are more aware of their strengths, they will be
motivated to set goals, achieve at a high level,
make positive choices, and complete the tasks they
set out to achieve. In many ways, focusing on stu-
dent deficits and needs is focusing on the student
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from the presuppositional question that Mayhall
and Burg (2002, p. 82) identified as part of solution-
focused advising. By presupposing, or assuming, that
a strength exists, the advisor presents the task in a
new way to the student.

Finally, the feeling students experience in the
strengths-based advising session is different than
that experienced through developmental advising.
Through a strength-based approach, students feel
understood and known by their advisors at a deeper
level, experience higher motivation levels and a
sense of direction and confidence, and report sig-
nificantly higher satisfaction with advising than
do those who receive advising that is deficit based
(Schreiner, 2000). They consider the academic
advising relationship to be positive because through
it they primarily attend to areas that provide a foun-
dation for future success and fulfillment. As
strengths are discussed within a context of how
they can be developed and applied, students are
affirmed and their confidence increases (Schreiner,
2004). Baumgardner’s (1990, p. 1,070) research
demonstrates that knowing oneself leads to a sense
of control and positive emotions that are essential
to psychological well-being. In her broaden-and-
build theory of positive emotions, Fredrickson
(2001, 2003) suggested, “Positive emotions broaden
people’s modes of thinking and action, which over
time builds their enduring personal and social
resources” (2003, p. 163).

A strengths-based approach to advising directly
addresses the issue of student engagement in the
learning process. As Ryan and Deci (2000) have
pointed out, intrinsic motivation is facilitated by a
sense of competence, facing “optimal challenges”
(p. 70), feeling a sense of choice and self-direct-
edness about the activities in which one is engaged,
supportive relationships, and “freedom from
demeaning feedback” (p. 70). By identifying and
nurturing students’ strengths, advisors motivate
students to become engaged in the learning process.
They encourage students while helping them iden-
tify the many choices they have for further devel-
oping their talents into strengths.

Two additional areas of research provide sup-
portive evidence that strength-based advising can
have a positive impact on learning. First, Clausen’s
(1998) research on psychological turning points
of self-perceived growth and change as well as
Aldwin, Sutton, and Lachman’s (1996) research
on the development of coping resources point to
positive events as triggers; Clifton and Harter (2003,
p. 115) suggested that identifying and understand-
ing one’s strengths can be a positive turning point

for many individuals, “triggering changes in how
people view themselves in the context of the world
around them.” Second, Harter and Schmidt’s (2002)
meta-analysis of research on employee engage-
ment demonstrates that environments that provide
opportunities for people to capitalize on their tal-
ents have employees with greater levels of engage-
ment and higher levels of productivity than those
who do not have the opportunity to apply their tal-
ent as consistently. Managers who utilized a
strengths-based approach with their employees
nearly doubled the likelihood of achieving above-
the-median performance, increased their employee
retention by 44%, and increased productivity by
38%. In a pre-post control group study of 65 com-
panies, Connelly (2002) documented a meaningful
as well as statistically significant difference in
employee engagement levels between those who
learned about their strengths and how to apply
them and those who did not.

The Elements of Strengths-Based Advising

Strengths-based advising begins with an iden-
tification of students’ talents. Several methods may
help advisors in this process. While the use of a spe-
cific instrument is not necessary, many advisors find
concrete results from a strengths assessment to be
helpful. The assessment results allow advisors to ini-
tiate conversation with students; they also validate
and affirm students’ experiences and provide both
student and advisor with a common language with
which to talk about strengths.

Clifton StrengthsFinder, published by The Gallup
Organization and described by Clifton and Anderson
(2002), is an instrument used to identify student
strengths. Using a forced-choice format, students can
take an on-line inventory in approximately 30 min-
utes. Results are presented as five signature themes
that indicate areas of talent. There are 34 possible
signature themes that have been identified from a
Gallup study of excellence; these themes are “areas
where the greatest potential exists for strengths
building” (Hodges & Clifton, 2004, p. 256).

A student book, StrengthsQuest: Discover and
Develop Your Strengths in Academics, Career, and
Beyond (Clifton & Anderson, 2002), provides stu-
dents with specific strategies for educational plan-
ning, career planning, and applying strengths to
produce academic achievement. It includes access
to a complete on-line curriculum and a wealth of
strategies for applying strengths to all aspects of the
college experience. The book also offers a cur-
riculum outline and learning activities for faculty
to use in the classroom.
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to the career planning process. The advisor can
ask questions to facilitate this process, including the
following: Which of your strengths do you want to
be able to use every day in your career? What kinds
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gender and race and cannot be reduced to labels or
categories. Advisors enable students to grasp a new
vision of a college education that provides confi-
dence and direction for the future, and students
are equipped for the unknown complexity of a
changing society by being grounded in a coherent
sense of who they are and what they have to offer.

In this new world, advisors see with new eyes as
well: visualizing students as already having within
them the ingredients for success and viewing advis-
ing as a relationship that draws out and affirms
these strengths. The nature of advising changes as
advisors teach students to identify and apply their
strengths to the challenges they face and work with
students who are moving toward a life of integrity
by fully developing and applying their talents.

In conclusion, we believe that a strengths-based
approach to advising holds enormous promise for
enabling students to fulfill their potential and
achieve excellence in the college environment.
Initial research has demonstrated the effectiveness
of this approach, and research in a variety of set
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