
Strengths-working: lessons learned from working with individuals with…  
complex mental health problems; personality disorder; dual diagnosis with 

substance &/or alcohol problems 

 
General reflections across all people 
 

 Everyone has strengths (personal qualities, past achievement, abilities, 
personal resources, wishes and priorities) regardless of diagnosis and life 
experiences… but it can be a challenge to help them identify and use 
those strengths in some people 

 The strengths are more valuable resources for tapping into personal 
motivation than service providers trying to prescribe interventions or 
solutions that may not connect with the individual’s sense of themselves 

 People engage with an approach that gives sufficient priority to what is 
positive about them alongside considering the problems and difficulties 

 Most service providers state that giving more emphasis to identifying and 
working with people’s strengths, alongside the presenting problems, is a 
more positive and service user/tenant focused way of working 

 The concepts of recovery and personalization achieve more meaning for 
service users, carers and service providers when they are working with 
the more practical and real focus of strengths in day-to-day interactions 

 Support planning takes on a more meaningful and realistic focus through 
working with strengths, and paperwork feels more fit-for-purpose than only 
fit-for-administration purposes 

 Risk histories and other risk information is vitally important, but it should 
not be read and evaluated in isolation… it needs to be counter-balanced 
and analysed alongside strengths-based information about the person, 
their context and their personal protective factors   

 
Personality Disorder & Dual diagnosis (with substance misuse/alcohol problems) 
 

 We should focus more on the person, their circumstances and context… 
and less on the generalizations that accompany the labels 

 Taking a strengths-based approach to managing risk means that 
boundaries can be set through a clearly articulated risk decision-making 
process (i.e. the guidelines for positive risk-taking) 

 A more open strengths-based way of thinking and working helps workers 
to appreciate how some self-harm type of behaviours are genuine coping 
mechanisms, not necessarily always to be labeled as destructive, 
maladaptive, manipulative, attention-seeking behaviours 
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