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Abstract

BACKGROUND: As a chronic psychological and social disorder, addiction has caused concern in many societies.
Many researches are needed to explain the factors affecting addiction to provide better knowledge and offer
treatment strategies for its prevention. Character strengths, as one of the new theories related to positive
psychology, can play a vital role in explaining addiction; therefore, the present study is aimed to investigate
addiction prevention based on the character strengths.
METHODS: This narrative review study used the keywords of “character strengths”, “addiction”, “drug use”, “drug
abuse”, and “addiction tendency”, which were used in Persian and English databases.
RESULTS: Character strengths as positive human characteristics reduced the vulnerability of people to addiction by
improving individual and interpersonal strengths in different areas of life.
CONCLUSION: The results of the present study have important implications for rehabilitators and addiction
counselors in addiction prevention and empowerment of recovered addicts; therefore, paying attention to
character strengths in mental and social health programs based on different levels of prevention could be of a
great effectiveness.
KEYWORDS: Addiction; Medicine; Prevention; Positive Psychology
Date of submission: 24 Jan. 2021, Date of acceptance: 20 Jan. 2022

Citation: Ghasemi-Jobaneh R, Sodani M, Mehrabizadeh-Honarmand M. Addiction prevention based on
character strengths: A narrative review. Chron Dis J 2022; 10(2): 109-16.

Introduction1
As a chronic disorder, addiction causes
psychological and physical dependence on
drugs1 and it is associated with negative
psychological,
family,
and
social
2-4
consequences. Opioids increase depression,
decrease physical activity, and increase
vulnerability to heart diseases;5 their
stimulants are associated with negative
consequences such as depression, psychosis,
and increased risk of suicide.6 Addiction is
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highly prevalent in society due to its chronic
nature1 and a significant proportion of
recovered addicts return to addiction.7 As a
result, addiction and its recurrence have
caused concern in many communities.8 In this
regard, it is necessary to conduct studies on
investigating the factors affecting addiction,
because it leads to better knowledge and offers
educational and therapeutic strategies for
prevention and rehabilitation. What are
needed are those studies explaining addiction
based on the latest psychological theories.
There are many theories whose protective role
in the prevention of psychological disorders
have been identified; however, not many
studies have been conducted on their possible
preventive role against addiction in a
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combined and coherent manner.
Character strengths, as a new theory related
to positive psychology, can play a vital role in
explaining addiction. Positive psychology
focuses on the strengths of individuals and
emphasizes that human beings could achieve
personal growth, self-fulfillment, success, and
well-being.9 Character
strengths
include
constructive traits and capacities that
positively affect people's thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors and make them powerful.10,11 In
one of the proposed classifications,12 the types
of character strengths fall into the six virtues of
wisdom (creativity, curiosity, judgment, love
of learning, perspective), courage (bravery,
perseverance, honesty, zest), humanity (love,
kindness,
social
intelligence),
justice
(teamwork, fairness, leadership), temperance
(forgiveness,
humility,
prudence,
selfregulation), and transcendence (appreciation
of beauty and excellence, hope, humor,
gratitude, spirituality).
Studies have shown a positive correlation
between character strengths and reduced
depression,13 constructive coping,14 improved
heart function,15 health, psychological wellbeing, and quality of life.16-18 In fact, character
strengths include positive, moral, and
constructive concepts that lead to purposeful
living, effective communication, managing
problems in difficult situations, and facilitating
happiness.11,16,18 Moreover, interventions based
on character strengths increase positive
emotions and happiness19 and can play a
preventive role against addiction.20,21
Having adapted coping skills, positive
evaluation of life, and positive mood are among
the factors that play an important role in
psychological empowerment, health-related
behaviors, and reduced tendency to addiction.1113 Besides, interventions based on positive
psychology include scientific and practical
teachings whose understanding and applying in
daily life lead to effective coping with important
and challenging events. As a result, a person's

vulnerability to emotional distress and
psychological disorders such as drug addiction
is reduced.13 In fact, people with higher levels of
character strengths have cognitive and
behavioral resources that cultivate flexibility and
resilience, and prevent destructive behaviors.22
In the present study, addiction as a serious
public health concern is explained by character
strengths as one of the new theories in positive
psychology. Accordingly, the present study has
important implications for rehabilitation and
addiction counselors.

Methods
In this narrative review study, first studies
related to the issue of interest were identified
and reviewed. Then, a search was conducted
through multiple databases to identify the
most relevant studies, keywords were
identified by searching for multiple keywords
to determine the most relevant studies, and
abstracts, articles, and document results were
reviewed by summarizing, combining, and
integrating selected related articles.23
Due to the increasing number of scientific
journals, the importance of review articles is
becoming more and more clear. Since in
review studies, the researcher summarizes the
available evidence on a specific topic, this type
of article expands the knowledge of other
researchers and those interested in that topic.24
Considering that character strengths
include 24 cases according to one of the
presented categories,12 the relationship of all of
these cases with addiction was examined.
Then, keywords of “character strengths”,
“addiction”, “drug use”, “drug abuse”, and
“tendency to addiction” in Persian databases
such as Magiran and SID and English
databases such as PubMed, ScienceDirect, and
Google Scholar were used.
Inclusion criteria included relevance and
being published in Persian and English and
exclusion criteria included lack of access to the
full text of the study.
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Considering ethical considerations, the present
study was extracted from a PhD thesis with the
ethics code of EE/98.24.3.70646/scu.ac.ir .

Results
In this section, the relationship between
character strengths and addiction and related
explanations are presented.
Spirituality and hope: Studies showed a
significant negative correlation between
spirituality25,26 and hope27 with addiction in
different statistical samples and interventions
based on which spirituality28,29 and hope30
accelerated the treatment process of addicts
and reduced the tendency to addiction. In fact,
spirituality affects the whole life of a person
and it is accompanied by attitudes and
behaviors that cause inner peace and gives the
person a double force to face the inevitable
challenges and problems of life.2 According to
existential-humanistic psychology, addiction is
a response to existential concerns such as
boredom
and
meaninglessness,
and
spirituality, hope,
purposefulness,
and
optimism could prevent addiction.31-33
Zest and humor: Character strengths such as
zest and humor are associated with happiness,
vitality, and positive emotions.12 Studies show
that people who do not have a happy life,
experience less positive emotions, report less
satisfaction with their lives, and are more
prone to addiction.34,35 A person can gain
enthusiasm and vitality through engagement
in positive and meaningful life activities
such as family, work, and spiritual
activities;36,37 otherwise, there is a possibility of
addiction. In fact, addiction can be considered
as one of the maladaptive strategies to deal
with unhappiness in life.34,35 Humor is also one
of the factors associated with positive emotions
in life,38 as it reduces stress hormones such as
cortisol and increases happiness hormones in
the body.39 In addition, according to broadenand-build theory, positive emotions improve
resilience, constructive coping, social skills,

and well-being,40 and thus reduce vulnerability
to addiction.41
Bravery and perseverance: Bravery enables
one to face the challenges and difficulties in
life. Perseverance, on the other hand, enables
one to continue to achieve goals despite
obstacles.12
Therefore,
bravery
and
perseverance lead to hardiness and resilience,
and according to studies, there is a significant
negative correlation between hardiness42 and
resilience43 with addiction. Bravery and
perseverance are especially important during
treatment, as addicts may experience physical
pain or emotional distress such as anxiety;44,45
however, only if they are able to overcome
these challenges, they will be able to
successfully complete their treatment.
Self-regulation,
creativity,
and
social
intelligence: Self-regulation is related to selfcontrol and emotion management12 and
according to various studies, emotion
management46,47
and
self-control48
are
associated with reducing addiction. When
individuals experience an unpleasant emotion,
they seek a remedy to alleviate it, but if they
lack adaptive self-regulatory skills, they may
engage in non-constructive strategies such as
addiction.46,47 Creativity, which involves
thinking and doing things in a productive
way,12 is also related to problem-solving,
which plays a vital role in reducing the
tendency to addiction.49,50 It is because
creativity and problem-solving make people
use the best and most efficient options to solve
problems in life.50,51 On the other hand,
addiction as one of the ineffective coping
strategies reduces distress in the short run, but
it has more negative consequences in the long
run.52 Social intelligence also includes
awareness of the motivations of oneself and
others and appropriate action according to
different situations, and it is related to similar
concepts such as emotional intelligence and
social skills.53,54
Love and kindness: Love (having close
relationships with others through caring and
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sharing) and kindness (altruism, helping and
caring for others), especially in intimate
relationships such as family and marriage,12
are associated with addiction prevention.55-57
Due to the chronic nature of addiction,1
recovery is a lifelong process, and perceived
social support, especially by the family,
perpetuates the recovery process.58 Studies
have shown that when couples have a
satisfying and intimate relationship, they are
less prone to addiction56,57 and experience
higher general health.59 Close relationships
meet the vital attachment-related needs in
healthy, intimate, and trusting relations and
increase self-esteem and resilience.2 In fact,
loneliness and depression are some of the
reasons for addiction;60,61 however, when
people have a higher perceived social support
and are satisfied with their family, it means
that there is enough love and kindness in their
life and as a result, they are less likely to
become addicted.55-57
Teamwork and leadership: Teamwork involves
working well as a team member, and
leadership involves encouraging the group to
achieve goals and striving for action. One of
the characteristics of teamwork is social
responsibility.12
Humanistic-existential
scientists emphasize free will and believe that
despite bio-psycho-social limitations, how to
deal with these limitations depends on the
choice of individuals and they are responsible
for the consequences of their choice.62 For
instance, an individual can increase his or her
character strengths to reduce his or her
vulnerability to addiction,19 which indicates his
or her responsibility. The family can also be
considered as an important system to which
the person belongs and poor family
functioning is one of the important causes in
the tendency to addiction.55 Therefore, every
step taken to educate families to improve
communication patterns and family intimacy
will play an effective role in improving the
family's performance as a group and system.

In this regard, those who grow up in such
families feel more empowered and less
involved in harms such as addiction.63-65
Judgment,
perspective,
and
prudence:
Judgment, perspective, and prudence lead to
critical thinking, broad-mindedness, and
wisdom;
therefore,
those
with
these
characteristics are less likely to do something
that will later cause regret.12 Addiction can be
considered as one of the maladaptive coping
strategies to face life challenges.66,67 These
make a person think about the consequences of
drug use and gain the insight not to get
involved in addiction due to its negative
consequences.68 Moreover, the persons show
less reactive behaviors and instead of using
maladaptive coping strategies such as
addiction, they respond to life challenges
consciously and constructively.69,70 Thus,
strengths such as judgment that are associated
with critical thinking improve problem-solving
skills70 and social acceptance, and reduce the
risk of addiction.68
Humility and fairness: Humility leads to
modesty. On the other hand, fairness causes
one to treat others equally.10 The opposite of
humility can be considered narcissism, which
comes from a fragile self-esteem, and studies
show that there is a significant negative
correlation
between
self-esteem
and
addiction.71,72 Thus, a person with less humility
and a low self-esteem experiences emotional
distresses such as anxiety and depression73 and
is more likely to become addicted.71,72
Gratitude, appreciation, and forgiveness:
Gratitude and appreciation make persons be
aware of the beauties of life and value good
things like health and a supportive family;12
thus, they are less likely to do something that
shows ingratitude. For instance, a person does
not engage in high-risk behaviors such as
addiction, which is a serious threat to health or
does not cause dissatisfaction and distress in the
family system with addiction.64,65 Forgiveness,
by acknowledging one's own and others'
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shortcomings and not being vindictive,12
prevents chronic tension, and reduces anger
and negativity.74,75 Therefore, those with
forgiveness are less prone to addiction.

Discussion
A person with a dysregulation of character
strengths could hardly connect with life, live
purposefully, experience positive emotions,14,16
and have a higher quality of life. Thus,
dysregulation of character strengths causes
distress and vulnerability to addiction and its
recurrence. In fact, to alleviate one’s suffering,
one is exposed to addictive behaviors such as
drug abuse.19-21 Character strengths cause
people to think, feel, and behave better, and to
be in a better position individually and
interpersonally,10,11 which makes them more
prepared to deal with stressors.14,15 It is also
directly and indirectly associated with a
reduced tendency to disorders such as
addiction. Further, the character strengths such
as honesty, curiosity, and love of learning can
be used to teach skills cultivating patients’
moral qualities and integrity, and thus
empowering them in a positive and
constructive way.9,10
Addiction as a non-constructive strategy to
deal with stress, unhappiness, and boredom in
everyday life may bring pleasure and
satisfaction in the short run,34,35 but in the long
run, it negatively affects a person's whole life.52
On the other hand, using each of the character
strengths that reflect the human characteristics
leads to long-term gratification and brings
well-being. Character strengths enable a
person to identify meaningful and enjoyable
life activities and plan to do so to experience
more zest.9,10,16,17

Conclusion
Considering that character strengths depend
on the will of individuals, addiction counselors
can make positive changes in clients' thoughts,
emotions, and behaviors based on their

character strengths to take more constructive
action in a variety of intrapersonal and
interpersonal life situations, thus reducing
their tendency to use non-constructive
reactions such as addiction .The results of
the present study have important implications
for rehabilitation and addiction counselors to
take a positive step in addiction prevention
and empowerment of recovered addicts;
therefore, paying attention to character
strengths in mental and social health programs
based on different levels of prevention can be
of great effectiveness.
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