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About this workbook

At everywoman, we deliver a range of innovative products and resources that unlock the potential 
and talent of women in business globally. Whether you’re just starting out, looking to progress your 
career, or even to build and develop your own enterprise, the everywomanNetwork provides a wealth 
of personal development resources, advice and inspiration to address the challenges you face at key 
stages in business. We produce workbooks on topics that matter most to our members and we’re 
constantly listening to your views to give you the tools you need to propel you through your life’s work, 
at a time and place that suits you.

Welcome to our workbook, Playing to your strengths: 60-minute career booster

What are your strengths and weaknesses? Perhaps you have been asked this question in a job 
interview. Is it easy to come up with a list of your strengths and examples to support them? If so, that’s 
a great base from which to start playing to your strengths in order to optimise your performance and 
become louder and prouder about your achievements — something that research suggests can be 
challenging for women. Don’t worry if you’re not so clear on your strengths — this workbook will help 
you identify them.

You’ll notice that we touched on the importance of identifying your strengths, but didn’t touch on 
your weaknesses. While it’s true that it’s useful to have some self-awareness about the things you’re 
not so good at, research shows that rather than spend time trying to upskill in order to offset the 
impact of your weaknesses, it’s far more beneficial to focus on playing to your strengths.

There are all sorts of benefits of doing so, which we’ll uncover in this workbook — higher levels of 
wellbeing, greater confidence and greater job satisfaction to name just a few. The key benefit at 
the heart of this workbook is that when women understand their strengths, they can become more 
adept at playing to those strengths, which in turn gives them much more leverage over their own 
career trajectory. 

This workbook is designed to fit into a lunchbreak, and will give you some insight into why it’s so 
important to identify and play to your strengths, and, importantly, what you can do with that knowledge 
and in such a way that will solidify your personal brand, and create authentic and comfortable ways 
for you to sing your own praises.

We’d love to know how you get on – email us at karenmax@everywoman.com or tweet us @
everywomanuk.

Max & Karen
and the everywoman team
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The Self-Promotion Gap
It is a generalisation to say that women tend not to celebrate their own achievements. There will of 
course be exceptions to the rule; however, there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that we are in 
fact, significantly less likely than men to recognise our successes, and a well-researched gender gap 
when it comes to self-promotion.

A group of men and women 
were asked to participate in a 

maths/science test, then asked 
to rate their performance. In a 

sample of men and women who 
performed equally, 

women thought they’d per-
formed on average 24% worse 

than men thought they had. 
Women were also 31% less 

likely to say they’d apply for a 
job that required them to per-

form well on the test.

THE COST OF NOT PROMOTING YOURSELF

Underneath this tendency to be less than loud and proud about our achievements, lies a very real 
economic consequence. 

Women are less likely to report being 
‘proficient’ or ‘skilled’ in programming 

languages on their CV.

Women have been found to be better at 
advocating for others than for themselves.

Women write a lower expected salary on 
their job applications than men.

‘Women are less 
likely than men to 

negotiate for 
themselves. [They] 
often are socialized 

from an early age not 
to promote their own 
interests and to focus 
instead on the needs 

of others’.

7% of women vs. 
58% of men nego-

tiated their first job 
offer. Furthermore, 
men describe ne-

gotiations as ‘fun’; 
and like ‘winning 

a ball game’, while 
women describe 
negotiations as 
‘scary’; and like 

‘going to the
 dentist’.

Research shows 
that modesty costs 
women upwards of 
£350,000 in earning 
potential by the age 

of 60. 
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WHAT’S STOPPING WOMEN FROM SELF-PROMOTING?

There are many reasons why women might be less inclined to celebrate their 
achievements and promote themselves to others. The following are just some of the 
key reasons.
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S E L F  -  R E F L E C T I O N  T I M E

Spend a few minutes reflecting on each of the following points.

3. If you tend to shy away from promoting yourself, what might be some of the reasons 
for your behaviour?

2.  How adept are you at promoting your achievements to others?

1. To what extent do you celebrate your professional achievements?



6Playing to your strengths

Put simply, when we play to our 
strengths, we are more able to be our 
best selves. And that, in turn, makes 
it much easier for us to stand up and 
be counted. In fact, when we play to 
our strengths, we are not only more 
likely to be noticed for our hard work 
and all that we achieve; we’re also 
more likely to be happier and feel a 
greater sense of wellbeing.

Where do your strengths come in?

“The more you praise and 
celebrate your life, the more 
there is in life to celebrate.”

Oprah Winfrey

Employees who use 
strengths daily are six 

times more engaged in 
their work. 

Teams who use their 
strengths daily are 12.5% 

more productive.

52% of 
employees who 

use their strengths for 
three hours a day are 

less stressed than their 
counterparts. 

Leaders who 
use their strengths 
are more confident, 
energetic, and more 

likely to achieve their 
goals.   

WHAT ARE STRENGTHS?

This might seem like a strange question, but it can often be quite difficult to identify our own 
strengths. Strengths are your natural abilities — the things you’re good at that others might 
reflect back to you. For the simple reason that they come quite naturally to you, it may be 
quite difficult to identify and articulate your strengths — but it’s essential that you do. 

Another way to think about your strengths is to identify the particular ways of behaving, 
thinking or feeling that enables optimal performance that is both authentic and energising.

Optimal performance is a term in positive psychology which refers to that state of doing 
something you’re really good at when you start to feel like you’re in the ‘flow’ or the ‘zone’. 
Time goes really fast and you’re enjoying yourself. That’s what it feels like when you’re using 
your strengths. You feel energised. 
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DISCOVER YOUR STRENGTHS

The VIA institute on Character has created a very handy tool to allow you to quickly and 
easily identify your core strengths. 
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E X E R C I S E

   1. Circle the five characteristics that resonate most with you.

   2. Come up with a concrete example of that strength in action for you — when did you 
last use it; how did you feel in that moment?

   3.  If you are struggling to identify your strengths using the above graphic, you can take 
the free questionnaire on www.viacharacter.org. The test takes around 15 minutes and 
will generate a personalised report.

   4.  It might be helpful to partner up for the purposes of strength spotting. If you have a 
colleague or a small team that could benefit from this exercise, it works like this:

In pairs, one person speaks for five minutes, then the other person listens and takes 
notes. Then you swap roles. The person speaking describes a time when they were 
at their best. Create a narrative with a beginning, a middle and an end, describing 
the experience and how it made you feel authentic and proud. The other person 
then reflects back to the partner or wider group the strengths that the narrator was 
using. Compare this with your own strengths list. Any surprises? 

   5. If you have completed exercise 4 with a partner, spend some time afterwards 
reflecting on the story you told, how you told it, and how the other person received your 
story.

‘You learn about yourself and develop a keener sense of self-
awareness by paying more attention to the stories you tell 

and how you tell them. This is critical as women advance into 
leadership roles as their self-talk and narrative about what 
it means to be a good leader and whether they qualify, can 

influence how they behave and are perceived as leaders. 
In some cases, women may sabotage themselves from 

succeeding based on the stories they tell themselves, which 
come from the social contexts in which they grew up and 

currently live and work.’
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You’ve identif ied your core strengths; now it’s time to think about how this knowledge can 
help you forge ahead in your career. 

Playing to your strengths can:

 ■ Make you feel happier
 ■ Enable higher self-esteem
 ■ Increase conf idence
 ■ Boost energy levels
 ■ Build resilience
 ■ Reduce stress
 ■ Help you achieve goals
 ■ Help you learn faster
 ■ Keep you more engaged

Source: Strengths Prof ile.xviii 

THE PERFORMANCE CURVE

Playing to your strengths

When we think about 
playing to our strengths, 
it’s important that we are 
mindful of the performance 
curve. As you can see, there 
is a point on this curve 
where we are in optimal 
performance — at roughly 
three-quarters of the way 
along the curve. This is the 
golden mean; the sweet 
spot where we can really say 
we’re at optimal performance 
as a result of playing to our strengths. Strengths-based leaders are self-empowered leaders; they are 
energetic and confident.  

This curve is important, because when overplayed, a strength can actually become a weakness. And 
when underplayed, strengths either aren’t recognised or just not utilised. This is when people tend to 
become most disengaged from their work.
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CASE STUDY

Jemima is a middle manager with ambitions to become a leader. She has identified one of her core 
strengths as empathy — a key quality of a leader. But she is overplaying this strength. Within her 
team, she has taken on a ‘rescuer’ role, trying to personally solve every little problem for her team 
members. The outcome: her teammates feel disempowered because Jemima is taking decisions 
out of their hands — and taking on their work. This in turn results in Jemima feeling overstretched 
and overworked. Her colleagues become demotivated and she becomes more and more stressed. 
Her strength became a weakness. Furthermore, her team members become more and more out of 
touch with what their own strengths are. 

SELF-PROMOTING IN A WAY THAT FEELS GOOD FOR YOU

One of the keys to becoming adept at promoting yourself within your organisation is to find a way of 
doing so that feels authentic, natural and achievable for you. 

Below are some examples of ways that you could start to outwardly celebrate your achievements. 
Highlight any that feel possible to you. Come up with an example of how you could put each idea into 
play. Note it down in the blank box next to each idea.

  

E X E R C I S E

 Can you think of any times when the strengths you have identified actually became a 
weakness — either because you over- or underplayed them?

FOCUS ON YOUR IMPACT

How can you help others see the value in what you do?

‘WE’ NOT ‘ME’

How can you celebrate your team’s success?

BECOME A THOUGHT LEADER
How can you share your opinions more widely, giving 

others insight into your contributions?

RAISE YOUR HAND
What projects can you take on that will play to your 

strengths?

FOCUS ON YOUR PASSIONS

How can you help others see what really drives you?

  Your thoughts...

  Your thoughts...

  Your thoughts...

  Your thoughts...

  Your thoughts...
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Next Steps

  
E X E R C I S E

1. Summarise what you have discovered about your core strengths.

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are some of the ways that you can use these strengths for optimal 
performance?

   ______________________________________________________________________________________

   ______________________________________________________________________________________

   ______________________________________________________________________________________

3. Once you have achieved optimal performance through playing to your strengths, 
how can you become more adept at celebrating your achievements? What will you do 
and by when?
   ______________________________________________________________________________________

  ______________________________________________________________________________________

  ______________________________________________________________________________________
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Playing to your strengths: 60 minute career 
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Section IV

Further resources
Understanding your strengths in 9 simple steps
How to blow your own trumpet at work — in a way that feels good
6 steps to beating imposter syndrome
Quiz: What’s your workplace superpower?
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Any topics you’d like to see on the everywomanNetwork?
We’d love to hear from you: contact@everywoman.com
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all rights are reserved, including resale rights: no part of this publication may be reproduced 
and you are not allowed to make copies and distribute or sell this workbook to anyone else. You 
may only use it if you are a member of the everywomanNetwork and have downloaded it from  
www.everywoman.com. No responsibility for loss caused to any individual or organisation acting or 
refraining from action as a result of the material in this publication can be accepted by Everywoman 
Ltd or the authors/experts.
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