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The Transformational Effect of Movies in Positive Psychology:  
Positive Cinema Therapy 

 

Part II – Applications 
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The above mentioned typology developed by Peterson and Seligman (2004) in 
their seminal text classifying six virtues and 24 strengths provides a basic structure 
for discussing movies and their application in positive cinema therapy.  

 
Each one of the following chapters first presents the description of one virtue and 
how it tends to be portrayed in films. Subsequently a movie description introduces 
a character who develops this virtue. This is followed by a case presentation in 
which the treatment of a client includes learning to develop the same virtue 
through positive cinema therapy in order to work through a presenting problem. 
Each case is followed by general guidelines for questions and interventions that 
can be applied during the course of working with other clients or problems if the 
same film was the chosen. These guidelines include recommendations for several 
appropriate positive psychotherapy exercises (I through XXI), which were listed 
and explained in Part I. 
 
Following the discussion of each virtue, the associated strengths are introduced as 
well as movies that portray virtuous characters who develop or maintain their 
strengths and use these to overcome obstacles and adversities. Viewing suggestions 
and application guidelines demonstrate how positive cinema therapy can be 
applied with each film. 
 
Clinicians can encourage their clients to take the online self-report survey 
(http://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu) that is based on the CSV 
classification system (Peterson, & Seligman, 2004) to evaluate their strengths and 
decide which one needs to improve. Then they can make an appropriate movie 
suggestion and work with the viewing suggestions and guidelines in therapy 
sessions.    
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5. Wisdom and Knowledge  
 
The virtue of wisdom and knowledge entails the cognitive strengths creativity, 
curiosity, open-mindedness, love of learning, and perspective. It is often 
considered a core virtue that makes the other virtues possible. Wisdom is 
considered a practical intelligence that strikes a balance between the interests of 
self, other and the larger community (Sternberg, 1985 & 1998).  
 
Movies that engender wisdom and knowledge often portray archetypal characters 
who lead others to important insights or discoveries.  A wise figure - like Yoda in 
the Star Wars or Gandolf in the Lord of the Rings - helps the heroes on their 
journey. In other movies characters gain wisdom and knowledge slowly as they 
move forward in their lives, as demonstrated by the protagonists and other 
characters in Life as a House or The Fountain. (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008) 
 
The latter is portrayed in Brokeback Mountain. In this movie several characters are 
challenged to become more open-minded and gain new perspective around sexual 
preferences. Therefore this film is useful when clients want to better know, 
develop or deploy these strengths in their lives.  
 
Brokeback Mountain 
 
Director: Ang Lee 
Producers: Diana Ossana, James Schamus 
Screenwriters: Larry McMurtry, Diana Ossana 
Cast: Jake Gyllenhaal, Heath Ledger, Michelle Williams, Anne Hathaway, Randy 
Quaid, Linda Cardellini, Anna Faris, Scott Michael Campbell, Kate Mara 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 2005 

 
Brokeback Mountain is based on a short story by Annie Proulx, published in The 
New Yorker in 1997. The drama covers two decades, beginning in 1963. In Signal, 
Wyoming, when Ennis Del Mar and Jack Twist are about 20 years old, they get a 
job tending sheep on Brokeback Mountain for a local rancher. Ennis is a boy of 
few words; he learned to be guarded and fearful long before he consciously knew 
what he feared. Eventually he shares that he was raised by his brother and sister 
after their parents died in a car crash. Therefore he only completed one year of 
high school before having to work. Jack, a Texan, who was raised by a 
domineering father, is somewhat more talkative and has done some rodeo riding. 
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Both are descendants of their culture, the American West and its cowboy 
mythology – taciturn and stoic. 
 
After some weeks have passed on the mountain and some whiskey has been drunk, 
they reach out to each other in an almost violent sexual passion that surprises them 
both. "You know I ain't queer," Ennis tells Jack after their first night together. "Me, 
neither," says Jack. "This is a one-shot thing we got going on here," states Ennis, 
and Jack agrees. But they are intensely drawn to each other and cannot stop. 
 
When the summer is over, they part laconically: “I guess I’ll see ya around, huh?” 
When Jack returns in the following year to ask for work, their no-nonsense boss, 
who had watched the lovers through binoculars, doesn't want him back: "You guys 
sure found a way to make the time pass up there. You weren't getting paid to let the 
dogs guard the sheep while you stemmed the rose." 
  
In agreement with the disapproving heterosexual world, Jack and Ennis attempt to 
settle down and live “normal” lives, but nothing will ever be the same for them. 
Jack marries a rodeo queen, Lureen, in Texas, becomes the father of a boy, and 
settles into a job working for his wife’s family business. Ennis gets married to his 
fiancée, Alma, and they have two daughters.  
  
In 1967, when Jack visits Ennis in Wyoming, the two men embrace and move to 
the side of the house for a passionate kiss. Alma sees them and is completely 
shocked, but she cannot bring herself to say anything. "If you can't fix it, you gotta 
stand it," says Ennis, expressing his philosophy of staying in the closet, while he 
begins to see Jack secretly for “fishing trips” on Brokeback Mountain. The main 
characters are incarnating the basic human needs for wholeness, fulfillment, and a 
true love who accepts them as they really are. They struggle valiantly over the 
years to make their marriages, their children, and their work sources of meaning, 
but neither man is able to fully engage with his life. Their story reveals the pain of 
living with hidden identities. Despite the intimacy they share, there is a certain 
formalism between Jack and Ennis that might stem from their seeming inability to 
admit their homosexuality, even to each other. 
  
After several years, doling out their love during just a few weeks a year is not 
enough for Jack. He suggests that they leave their wives and live together on a 
small ranch, but Ennis is not willing to take the risk, frightened that they will be 
discovered: "This thing gets hold of us at the wrong time and wrong place and 
we're dead." His father taught him to hate homosexuals, and therefore his own 
feelings. Ennis tells Jack about something he saw as a boy. "There were two old 
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guys shacked up together. They were the talk of the town, even though they were 
pretty tough old birds." One day they were found beaten to death. Ennis says: "My 
dad, he made sure that me and my brother saw it. For all I know, he did it.” 

 
Jack is able to accept a little more willingly that he is inescapably gay. In 
frustration and need, he goes to Mexico and finds a male prostitute. After Ennis’ 
marriage has failed and after his world has compressed to a mobile home, the 
laundromat, and the TV, he blames his pain on Jack: "Why don't you let me be? It's 
because of you, Jack, that I'm like this -- nothing, and nobody." Ennis' effort to 
resist his love for Jack turns him into an angry, bitter drunk who shuts out 
everybody. The two men’s wives and children are victims too. Alma finally calls 
Ennis on his "fishing trips". It took her a long time to do that, because nothing in 
her background prepared her for what she has found out about her husband. 
  
Jack dies 20 years after the two men met. The viewer cannot be sure about the 
scenes of his murder in a flashback: Are we witnessing what really happened, or 
how the grieving Ennis sees a hate crime in his imagination? His subsequent visit 
to Jack's parents is heartbreaking because of what is said, and not said, about their 
rural world. A look around his lover's childhood bedroom suggests to Ennis what 
he overcame to make room for his feelings. 
 
Positive Cinema Therapy: 
 
My gay client, Vince, told me that he experienced Brokeback Mountain as very 
powerful. When I asked him which scene and character impacted him the most, he 
pointed to the end of the film: Ennis had come back to his trailer from his visit to 
Jack’s parents, and looks at his deceased lover’s shirt that he was allowed to keep. 
Vince expressed sadness and anger when he told me that it broke his heart to see 
Ennis looking “so alone, isolated and lost”. “It doesn’t need to be that way”, he 
added. 
  
I asked my client whether this scene reminded him about something in his own 
life. At this point memories and emotions started pouring out of him. For the first 
time Vince found the courage to tell me about the most lonely and painful 
experience of his life. He became aware of his homosexuality in the 1960’s, at age 
12. Because he was too afraid to talk to anybody about it, he started educating 
himself about sexuality in a public library. There he learned that homosexuality is 
a mental illness and that gay people can never be happy. This sickness can only be 
healed if a young person undergoes therapy treatment before late adolescence. 
Because Vince believed that adults are always right, he fell into deep despair. The 
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boy was very attached to his family. Now he became afraid that he will be 
separated from everybody because he is going to end up in a mental asylum. At the 
same time, Vince’s homophobic father, who intuited his son’s sexual orientation, 
made hateful remarks when he was drunk.   

 
Eventually my client was able to break through his isolation by sharing his secret 
with an open-minded school counselor, and asking her to tell his mom. Even 
though Vince’s mother never rejected him and divorced his father, he insisted on 
starting therapy. He wanted to be “cured” to become “normal”. Surprising for 
Vince and the therapist, this treatment ended up confirming his client’s sexual 
orientation. In college his perspective changed when he met supportive friends, and 
experienced a sense of belonging as a gay man for the first time. Since then he has 
lived in an environment that he experiences as “extremely permissive”.  

 
Vince was confused about his strong reaction to the movie since he knew now that 
his childhood beliefs were wrong. I responded by asking him whether there might 
be a part in him, an “Inner Ennis” or “Inner 12-year old”, who believes that the 
books he read as a child and his father were right. We discussed a possible 
connection between this part inside him and the fact that Vince has never been in a 
long-term relationship, although he misses it, because he is too afraid of getting 
hurt. Vince began to deeply understand his internalized homophobia for the first 
time. I guided him into a healing dialog between the “Inner Ennis” and his “True 
Self”, discussed the questions that are listed below. Throughout the subsequent 
weeks, I gave him the following exercises as homework assignments: VII 
Mirroring, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, and 
XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! Consequently my client lost much of 
his fear and is starting to make steps toward dating.  
  
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- Did any scene or character impact your perspective of yourself or others? 
- What experiences did you have in the past that helped you to become more 

open-minded? 
- How did you feel about this and how did it impact your life? 
- How will your life look like when you develop the virtue of wisdom and 

knowledge further? 
- Imagine yourself with this virtue. 
- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your inner wisdom: I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring,  
VIII Satisficing, IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
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X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation,  
XIII Gaining or Increasing Happiness, XV Feelings Fade, or  
XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

 
The following movie examples are categorized by the five specific strengths that 
entail the acquisition and use of the virtue knowledge and wisdom. Viewing 
suggestions and guidelines for clients demonstrate how these films to can be used 
in Positive Cinema Therapy.  
 
 
Creativity 
 
A creative person is someone who produces ideas or behaviors that are both 
original and adaptive in that they make a meaningful contribution to that person’s 
or another person’s life (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The protagonists of the 
following movies demonstrate this cognitive strength.  
 
 
Billy Elliot 
 
Director: Stephen Daldry 
Producers: Greg Brenman, Jonathan Finn 
Screenwriter: Lee Hall 
Cast: Julie Walters, Jamie Bell, Jamie Draven, Gary Lewis, Jean Heywood, Stuart 
Wells, Nicola Blackwell 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 2000 
 
An Irish boy pursues his dream of developing his creative self and learning to 
dance the ballet despite fierce opposition from his macho father and brother, who 
insist he learn to box and work in the local mine. Billy does not give up dancing. 
The buried pain in the father/son relationship is healed when the boy wins a chance 
to audition for the national ballet and eventually becomes a successful dancer. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Watch how Billy stays true to his creative passion. His determination and 
persistence helps him overcome many severe challenges and move toward artistic 
achievement. 
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Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- How did you feel when you observed Billy’s persistence and determination to 

develop his creative self?  
- How and where in your life could you adopt this attitude?  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 
- you imagine this? 
- (After explaining the relevant terms to client:) How would this affect you in 

terms of engagement and flow?  
- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or more of the following exercises as you focus on developing 

your creativity:  I Using Strengths, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII 
ABCDE Disputation, XIII Gaining or Increasing Happiness, XIV Autonomy 
and Individuality,  
XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or 
XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 

Sliding Doors 
 

Director: Peter Howitt 
Producers: Philippa Braithwaite, William Horberg, Sydney Pollack 
Screenwriter: Peter Howitt 
Cast: Gwyneth Paltrow, John Hannah, John Lynch, Jeanne Tripplehorn, Zara 
Turner, Douglas McFerran 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1998 

 
Sometimes when the worst happens to us, it sets us on a better path than the one 
we were on — even when we have no idea there is a better alternative. Helen is 
unjustly fired from her glossy advertising job, then, coming home early, misses the 
tube, gets mugged, goes to the hospital and eventually arrives home to find her 
live-in writer boyfriend getting a late start on his day. And, apparently, her life is 
all downhill from there as she then takes on two menial jobs in order support them 
both while he shams finishing his novel and instead has an affair with his ex-
girlfriend.  
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But this film shows us a parallel reality, simultaneously weaving both versions of 
Helen’s life together in an intricate, cross-referencing braid. Back at the subway 
station, Helen makes a last minute dash through the sliding doors of the train, and 
thus arrives home in time to catch her boyfriend in bed with his ex. Dumping the 
loafer and moving in with her best friend, she eventually heals her pain. As she 
changes her hair color to blond, the viewer can distinguish this Helen from her 
“parallel self”. She re-discovers her creative self, starts her own PR firm and falls 
in love with James, a genuinely caring man. Comparing both versions of the story 
serves to highlight how creativity and self-esteem can re-develop even after it has 
faded through a serious crisis. The proverbial “hidden silver lining” is found in 
even the darkest, stormiest clouds. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice how the blond-haired Helen develops the capacity to think creatively and 
positively to start a new life with a new career and a new boyfriend, after her old 
boyfriend cheated on her and she went through a phase of anger, depression, and 
grief. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- Do you believe that you will be devastated and not be able to recover if your 

partner/spouse and you separate, or are you currently going through a breakup 
or a job loss?  

- Can you recall a time when you have experienced a loss, recovered from it, and 
creatively built your life again?  

- What helped you to heal?  
- How did the blond haired Helen first think negatively of herself?  
- How was she able to let go of self-doubts?  
- Imagine yourself as Helen when she lets go of her negative perspective and 

develops the capacity to think creatively to start a new life.  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 

you “become” her in this way? 
- Practice one or more of the following exercises as you focus on rebuilding your 

life creatively:  I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring, 
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation,  
XIV Autonomy and Individuality, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking 
Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You 
Think! 
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The Piano 

 
Director: Jane Campion 
Producer: Jan Chapman 
Screenwriter: Jane Campion 
Cast: Holly Hunter, Harvey Keitel, Sam Neill, Anna Paquin, Kerry Walker, 
Geneviève Lemon, Tungia Baker 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1993 

 
Set in the 19th Century frontier forests of New Zealand, Ada arrives on the shore 
with her young daughter and a crated piano, having agreed to an arranged marriage 
to Stewart, a bachelor farmer. Ada hasn’t spoken since she was six. We are not told 
why. Her daughter, who translates her sign language, and her piano, are her only 
means of communication. Stewart, who cares little for communicating with Ada, 
considers the piano of little use in carving a life from the rain-soaked forest and 
instructs his Maori tribesmen to leave it on the beach. But when Ada uncrates it 
there and plays it, neighbor Baines hears the music and offers to trade Stewart land 
in exchange for the instrument. Baines then uses the piano to seduce Ada, trading 
her the opportunity to play for intimate favors. But the seduction turns out to be 
more complicated than either of them thought. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Watch how Ada stays true to her creative passion, which is playing her piano. Her 
determination and persistence helps her overcome many severe challenges. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- Do you have a creative passion that you have not fully realized yet? 
- Have you pursued any creative project in your life with determination and 

persistence?  
- Imagine yourself as Ada when she stays true to her creative passion.  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 
    you imagine this? 
- (After explaining the relevant terms to client:) How would this affect you in 

terms of engagement and flow?  
- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
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- Practice one or more of the following exercises as you focus on rebuilding your 
to pursuing your creative passion:  I Using Strengths, X Stopping Catastrophic 
Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XIV Autonomy and Individuality, XV 
Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XVII Have 
A Good Day, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 

 
Curiosity 
 
Curiosity consists of novelty seeking, taking an interest in ongoing experience, and 
an intrinsic desire to increase one’s knowledge. Curious people take interest in 
ongoing experience and find satisfaction in the experience, in and of itself. 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
The Truman Show 

 
Director: Peter Weir 
Producers: Edward S. Feldman, Andrew Niccol, Scott Rudin, Adam Schroeder 
Screenwriter: Andrew Niccol 
Cast: Jim Carrey, Laura Linney, Noah Emmerich, Natascha McElhone, Ed Harris 
MPAA Rating: PG 
Year of Release: 1998 

 
Truman Burbank lives an ideal life in an ideal, if limited, world. He accepts his 
reality, shrugging off the occasional odd moment that just does not seem to fit the 
picture (as when a strange man leaps out of a Christmas present shouting 
incongruous protests and then is quickly wrestled out of the living room). Truman 
accepts his reality. What else is he to do? He is happy, more or less. And yet a 
subtle uneasiness seems to pervade his world until his curiosity motivates him to 
the discovery of a different reality that allows him to become free. 

 
As the audience gradually learns, Truman’s world is an elaborate hoax perpetrated 
on him by TV producer Christof. From his control room high in the artificial 
“sky”, Christof and his minions work 24/7 to maintain the increasingly complex 
illusion of reality and to prevent Truman from discovering it. Inevitably, he does, 
thus moving the film into the philosophical deep end of the pool as the Job-like 
“True-man” braves the God-like “Christ-off’s” worst tempest in his bid to escape 
the confines of a limited world view. As the filmmaker obviously intends, the 
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audience learns that piercing the scrim of one’s reality can entail a dramatic shift in 
one’s priorities. 

 
Viewing Suggestions: 

 
While you watch the movie be aware that our beliefs can help us or mislead us. We 
form them unconsciously, without carefully examining all the evidence. Therefore, 
our beliefs about ourselves and about people are often less than completely 
reliable. Sometimes they are out of sync with objective reality. Such mistaken 
beliefs can limit what we see and cause us to act against the best interests of those 
we love and ourselves. Fortunately, when we discover we are holding a misleading 
belief, we are not stuck with it forever. Beliefs can change. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- What negative beliefs are you holding about yourself? 
- How do these beliefs affect you or other people in your life? 
- Does your intuition tell you or, have you heard from well-meaning honest 

friends, that these beliefs are not true? 
- Are you curious whether these beliefs are true and/or useful? 
- Are you willing to consider that these beliefs are not more true than Truman’s 

beliefs about the world he was born into? 
- Imagine yourself as Truman when his curiosity leads to his discovery of a 

different reality and into freedom.  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 

you “become” him in this way? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises:  IX One Door Closes, 

Another Door Opens, VII Mirroring, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII 
ABCDE Disputation, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 
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Open-mindedness 
 
Open-mindedness is a way of thinking in which all sides of an opinion, idea, belief, 
or plan are equally considered, especially those views that are not consistent with 
one’s own (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). People who are open-minded refrain from 
jumping to conclusions and are willing to change their minds when confronted 
with evidence that contradicts their own views (Tetlock, Peterson & Berry, 1993). 
 
 
Grand Canyon 
 
Director: Lawrence Kasdan 
Producers: Michael Grillo, Lawrence Kasdan, Charles Okun 
Screenwriters: Lawrence Kasdan, Meg Kasdan 
Cast: Danny Glover, Kevin Kline, Steve Martin, Mary McDonnell, 
Mary-Louise Parker, Alfre Woodard, Jeremy Sisto, Tina Lifford, 
Patrick Malone, Randle Mell, Sarah Trigger 
Rated: R 
Year of Release: 1991 
 
A white and wealthy accountant, Mack, is stranded in the ghetto when his car 
breaks down. A black gang sets upon him. But at the last minute, a black tow truck 
driver, Simon, arrives to rescue him. This brush with possible death or serious 
injury causes the otherwise happy Mack to reexamine his values. Thus awakened 
to life’s richer possibilities, he decides to repay Simon’s kindness by getting 
involved in his life, helping him locate a better apartment and setting him up on a 
blind date. Thus begins an unlikely friendship between these two men, which 
serves as the center piece in a web of interconnected stories, all of which serve to 
illustrate the possibilities when people allow themselves to go beyond society’s 
barriers. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how Mack and Simon are able to “bridge the canyon” that separates them 
because of cultural, racial, and class differences. 
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Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you believe that you cannot make one or several of your relationships work 

because you are too different? 
- Have you, at some point, been able to make a connection with somebody who is 

different from you in various ways?  
- Take Mack and Simon in Grand Canyon as an inspiration to 

become more open-minded and to open your heart to people who are different 
from you. 

- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 
you do that? 

- Practice one or several of the following exercises:  IV Gratitude 
Visit, V Active/Constructive Responding, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your 
Own Happiness, XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think!, XIX Letting Go 
of Grudges, XX Fun and Philanthropy, or XXI Practicing Random Acts of 
Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
Love of Learning 
 
Love of learning is a special case of curiosity, in which the individuals high in the 
strength of love of learning systematically build their knowledge. As they master 
new knowledge, skills, or topics, they are (or become) confident to learn, enjoy the 
process of learning, and desire to learn just for the sake of it. (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004) 
 
 
Good Will Hunting 
 
Director: Gus Van Sant Jr. 
Producer: Lawrence Bender 
Screenwriters: Matt Damon, Ben Affleck 
Cast: Matt Damon, Robin Williams, Ben Affleck, Minnie Driver, Stellan 
Skarsgård 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1997 
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20-year-old Will Hunting works as a janitor at MIT in Boston. He likes to party 
and hang around the old neighborhood, and his reading consists of downloading 
the contents of whole libraries into his photographic memory. Despite his love of 
learning and being a mathematical genius capable of solving problems that have 
long stumped the brightest graduate students, Will’s self-esteem is so severely 
damaged by his abusive childhood that he clings to life in the slow lane. After a 
scrape with the law because of his impulse control problems, he is ordered by the 
court to see a therapist. Eventually Will is taken under the wings of Lambeau, a 
professor who had offered a prize to any student who can solve a difficult 
mathematics problem. But his protégé’s life edges towards self-destruction. Will’s 
reluctance to embrace the opportunities that Lambeau offers him at MIT is based 
partly on class and partly on his old psychic wounds. Therefore Will is cajoled into 
therapy. 

 
Lambeau finds Will counseling with two different therapists, who decline to work 
with him after the first session. Eventually Sean McGuire, the professor’s former 
college roommate, now a community college professor, is more successful. 
Lambeau's old friend is deeply wounded himself.  

 
In the end, his love of learning, successful therapy, and the love of a woman enable 
Will to throw out his distorted self-image about himself and to adapt to his reality 
in a healthier way. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how Will’s love of learning starts his transformation, and eventually helps 
him change his view of himself. Notice how he comes to grips with a past that has 
stymied him his entire life, despite his own brilliant efforts to sabotage all rescue 
attempts by those who love and understand him. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- How did Will first think negatively of himself?  
- Do you also believe that you are not able to heal your   emotional pain?  
- Do you remember a time in your life when you were able   experience 

emotional healing like Will Hunting?  
- If this was your experience, do you consider that you might  have the 

capacity to heal and change again? 
- Does Will’s capacity to find healing for his emotional wounds  remind you 

of your own inner resources? 
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- How, do you think, Will was able use his love of learning to get  there?  
- Imagine yourself as Will when his love of learning starts his 

 transformation and when he becomes strong and self-confident  at the end of 
the movie.  

- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 
   you  “become” him in this way? 

- (After explaining the relevant terms to client:) How would this  affect you in 
terms of engagement and flow?  

- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop  or increase 

your curiosity: I Using Strengths,  
 III Obituary/Biography, VII Mirroring, X Stopping Catastrophic 
 Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XVI Taking Responsibility for  Your 
Own Happiness, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You  Think! 
 
Perspective 
Perspective is a form of wisdom that relates to making accurate judgements about 
the conduct and the meaning of life. It is a cognitive strength that involves the 
conceptualization and use of knowledge and experience in a way that makes sense 
to oneself and others. (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
Dead Poets Society 
 
Director: Peter Weir 
Producers: Steven Haft, Paul Junger Witt, Tony Thomas 
Screenwriter: Tom Schulman 
Cast: Robin Williams, Robert Sean Leonard, Ethan Hawke, Josh Charles, Gale 
Hansen, Dylan Kussman, Allelon Ruggiero, Norman Lloyd, James Waterston, 
Kurtwood Smith, Carla Belver, Leon Pownall, George Martin, Joe Aufiery, Matt 
Carey, Kevin Cooney, Jane Moore, Lara Flynn Boyle, Colin Irving, Alexandra 
Powers 
MPAA Rating: PG 
Year of Release: 1989 
 
Prep school student Todd Anderson suffers in the shadow of his roommate and his 
elder brother, who was the valedictorian of his class. An English teacher urges 
Todd and the other students to seize the day and to break with the status quo by 
introducing them to the ancient tradition of the Dead Poets Society. 
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Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how Todd gains a new perspective as he learns to see himself in a new light. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- How did Todd think negatively of himself?  
- How was this character able to let go of self-doubts?  
- Imagine yourself as Todd when he let go of his negative beliefs and gained a 

new perspective about himself and the world.  
- What new perspective are you gaining as you “become” him?  
- How does this feel?  
-  How do you see yourself and your environment now? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises: I Using Strengths, VII 

Mirroring, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, 
XII ABCDE Disputation, XIII Gaining or Increasing Happiness,  
XIV Autonomy and Individuality, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own 
Happiness, XVII Have A Good Day, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You 
Think! 

 
Mr. Holland’s Opus 

 
Director: Stephen Herek 
Producer: Robert W. Cort 
Screenwriter: Patrick Sheane Duncan 
Cast: Richard Dreyfuss, Glenne Headly, Olympia Dukakis, Jay Thomas, William 
H. Macy, Alicia Witt, Terrence Howard  
Director: Stephen Herek 
Rated: PG  
Year of Release: 1995 

 
Composer Glenn Holland is forced to take a job teaching music to pay the rent. 
Meanwhile, in his spare time, he strives to achieve the one goal he thinks will 
justify his life: writing one memorable piece of music. But as the years slip by with 
his main goal unfulfilled, he changes his perspective and finds that teaching itself 
has surprisingly become the life fulfillment he never suspected it could be. 
Through the way he teaches music, he helps many students to change their 
negative view of themselves into healthy self-esteem.  
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Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how Glenn gains a new perspective as he learns to value his life and 
himself. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- How did Glenn Holland first think negatively of himself and his life in general?  
- How, do you think, was he able to let go of his negative perspective?  
- Imagine yourself as Glenn when he let go of his negative beliefs and developed 

a positive outlook on his life.  
- What negative thoughts about yourself are dropping away and are replaced by a 

positive perspective, as you “become” Glenn. 
- How does this feel?  
- How do you see yourself and your environment now? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you open your mind to a 

new perspective: IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens, X Stopping 
Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XIII Gaining or Increasing 
Happiness, XIV Autonomy and Individuality, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking 
Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XVII Have A Good Day, XVIII Don’t 
Believe Everything You Think!, or XIX Letting Go of Grudges. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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6. Courage  
 
The following emotional strengths are included in the virtue of courage: bravery, 
persistence, integrity, and vitality. In positive psychology courage is defined as 
“the exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of opposition, either external 
or internal” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 199). 
 
Because of their wide appeal, numerous movies depict courageous characters 
displaying personal acts of courage or in dangerous settings such as battlefields, 
courtrooms, or during natural disasters. Frequently the four strengths are 
synergistically built upon one another to portray a memorable character. They 
inspire the viewer to live a more courageous life. (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008) 
 
A personal act of courage is well demonstrated in the movie 28 Days. The main 
character especially develops the strengths bravery, persistence, and integrity as 
she faces and recovers from addiction.  
 
 
28 Days 
 
Director: Betty Thomas 
Producer: Jenno Topping 
Screenwriter: Susannah Grant 
Cast: Sandra Bullock, Viggo Mortensen, Dominic West, Diane Ladd, Elizabeth 
Perkins, Steve Buscemi, Azura Skye, Alan Tudyk, Michael O'Malley 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2000 
 
Gwen Cummings, a New York writer, parties all night with her boyfriend Jasper. 
She is constantly high on either alcohol or some form of barbiturates. Jasper 
believes that the meaning of life is to minimize the pain that is in it. This view 
dictates their lifestyle. After the clubs, the drinks and designer drugs, they try to 
have sex. But they are hardly able to stay awake long enough. When a candle starts 
a fire, they extinguish it with champagne.  
 
One Saturday morning begins with a beer as Gwen hurries to her sister Lily’s 
wedding. "Gwen, you make it impossible to love you," says Lily when Gwen 
arrives late and drunk. At the reception, she drinks even more and delivers an 
insulting toast. Gwen collapses into the wedding cake while dancing. She takes the 
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bridal limousine to go buy another cake in her underwear and drives it onto 
someone's suburban front porch.  
 
A judge gives Gwen a choice between prison and a rehabilitation center. She 
grudgingly chooses Serenity Glen, a rehab center for the mind, body, and spirit, 
and spends 28 days there. All she knows when she enters treatment is that she 
wants out. Because Gwen doesn't believe she has a problem, she tries to find a way 
to beat the system. With an attitude of superiority over the other patients, she 
resists taking part in the treatment programs.  
 
The other patients appear to make desperate attempts to overcome their problems. 
They include Daniel, a doctor who pumped his own stomach to control his 
drinking and gave himself an emergency tracheotomy when the hose got stuck in 
his throat, Eddie Boone, a prominent baseball star with a drug and a sex addiction, 
and Gerhardt, an angry and critical German dancer. The cocaine-addicted Andrea, 
Gwen's 17-year-old roommate, dies on their bathroom floor from an overdose 
when she learns about her upcoming discharge date. 
 
Gwen's counselor, Cornell Shaw, is amused when she says exactly the wrong 
things to him before discovering his role at the center. He patiently gives her 
enough rope to “hang herself”. When she realizes that she is not able to just stop 
drinking any time she wants, he points her in the right direction. 
 
Jasper represents temptation. At his visits on weekends, he brings along concealed 
booze and drugs. But after Gwen experiences serious withdrawal symptoms, she 
throws the bottle of contraband pills out of a high-story window. Soon she regrets 
this impulse and sprains an ankle while desperately climbing to retrieve the bottle. 
When other patients in a therapy group challenge Gwen, she realizes that she does 
have a serious problem that requires help. Gradually, she opens up and wins the 
love and admiration of her fellow patients. 
 
During therapy with her sister, Gwen begins to understand the link between her 
past behavior and the abuse both had suffered as children. Their mother, who 
believed that life was about "fun", raised her children in the same excesses that 
Gwen found herself in later. Her mom had died from alcoholism when the sisters 
were young children. 
 
After a fight with Jasper on one of his visits, Gwen and Eddie Boone begin a 
tentative and unstated courtship. They feel as if they were in a lifeboat in which 
they have only each other to cling to. They are both struggling to let go of a self-
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centered and irresponsible way of life. By emphasizing the foibles and 
vulnerabilities of these characters, the movie draws the viewer into their valiant 
efforts to change their behavior and become new people. Eventually, Gwen leaves 
both men and reconciles with her sister.  
 
 
Positive Cinema Therapy: 
 
The 21-year-old high college student, Lindsey, came to see me because her best 
friend urged her to start therapy. About one year ago, Lindsey became involved 
with Daniel. He has been verbally abusive with her, especially under the influence 
of alcohol. My client felt very attached to him although he refused to address his 
anger problem. Daniel was her first serious boyfriend. She did not want to confront 
him about his demeaning attacks because he always asked for forgiveness after he 
calmed down from an outburst of rage. Then she always gained hope that things 
will improve. Besides, she feared that she might agitate Daniel even more if she 
confronted him. 

 
In order to please her boyfriend, Lindsey joined him during his alcohol binges. 
After a while, she started drinking alone at home when she was upset about their 
relationship and felt increasingly anxious. Her ability to focus and her grades at 
college suffered significantly.  
 
During our initial sessions, I taught my client about the cyclical pattern of Daniel’s 
abusive behavior. This reminded her of her alcoholic mother’s abuse when she was 
a child. Lindsey told me that she held on to the relationship with Daniel because 
she was afraid that she might get even more anxious if she left him. When I 
addressed her drinking, she claimed that she was able to quit any time she wanted.  
 
Eventually, Lindsey admitted that she was not able to stop drinking. Although she 
understood that her problem was more serious than she had originally thought, my 
client refused to join a recovery support group because this seemed foreign and 
intimidating to her. 
 
Lindsey was open to watching 28 Days. She first responded to the movie with 
shock. Seeing the possible long-term consequences of drinking alcohol scared her. 
Gwen appeared like a mirror to my client that she did not want to look at. But she 
was willing to follow my suggestion and watch the movie again. I asked her to pay 
close attention to Gwen’s transformation this time. Following this second viewing, 
the movie became a catalyst for Lindsey’s psychological development. Watching 
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how Gwen breaks through her denial, Lindsey was able to do the same. The group 
interactions in the movie made recovery support groups seem less intimidating to 
her, and she decided to join one. 
 
I explained to Lindsey that her mom’s abuse created a psychological imprint, 
which I call an undesired inner movie. The plots of our inner movies tell us stories 
about our world and ourselves that are based on early life experiences. We tend to 
recreate them in our real world unconsciously in order to heal our childhood 
wounds or master a problem that we were not able to overcome as a child. Her 
mom’s modeling of drinking behavior became another early imprint.  
 
When she observed Gwen’s transformation, my client gained the courage to start 
her recovery by “copying” the character’s healing experience into her own “inner 
movie screen” and at the same time “erased” her old, undesired inner movie. We 
also worked with the questions and exercises that are listed below. 
 
Soon Gwen felt brave enough to confront her boyfriend about his abusive 
behavior. His continued lack of receptivity started to make her angry. It did not 
take very long until Lindsey broke up with Daniel. As we continued to work on her 
alcohol dependency, we focused also on mourning her relationship and on getting 
back on track with her college aspirations. Lindsey was now able to quit drinking.  
   
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- Did you see one or several characters experience bravery, persistence, and 

integrity to face and overcome their addictive behavior?  
- Imagine yourself with the same courage.  
- How would your life change if you had this courage?  
- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your courage: I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring, IX One Door Closes, Another 
Door Opens, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV 
Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII 
Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 

The following movie examples are categorized by the four specific strengths that 
entail the acquisition and use of the virtue courage.  
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Bravery 
 
Bravery is displayed by people who act on their beliefs in the face of risk, danger, 
difficulty or potential injury. The voluntary action is intended for the greater good 
and is usually consistent with values and beliefs inherent in a healthy society. 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) The protagonists of the following movies develop 
and subsequently demonstrate this emotional strength.  
 
 
The Accused 
 
Director: Jonathan Kaplan 
Producers: Stanley R. Jaffe, Sherry Lansing 
Screenwriter: Tom Topor 
Cast: Jodie Foster, Kelly McGillis, Bernie Coulson 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1988 
Released on Video: 04/16/2002 
 
After a fight with her boyfriend drug dealer, Sarah goes to a bar, gets drunk and 
dances provocatively with a young man. But when the man tries to take it further, 
she attempts to stop him and is then gang raped as bystanders cheer. Wanting 
justice, she struggles with her low self-esteem but finally faces the brutality of a 
trial that judges her as much as it does the three men accused. And when they get 
off with light sentences, she and her female prosecutor decide to go after the 
bystanders as well. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how Sarah develops the courage to pursue justice by confronting her rapists 
in court. She has to face many challenges until she reaches her goal. (If you have 
experienced traumatic abuse, check with a therapist before watching this movie.) 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you sometimes wonder whether you are brave enough to confront people 

who treated you badly? 
- Do you remember a situation in your life when you faced a fear of conflict and 
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confronted somebody who had mistreated you? 
- Try it again, starting with someone who presents only a small challenge. Look 

for a mentor to provide you with guidance, like Sarah has. 
- Does Sarah’s capacity to confront her abusers remind you of resources inside 

yourself that might help you achieve the same? 
- Imagine yourself as Sarah when her bravery allows her to gain justice.  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 

you “become” her in this way? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your courage: I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring, IX One Door Closes, Another 
Door Opens, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV 
Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII 
Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

 
 
A Thousand Acres 
 
Director: Jocelyn Moorhouse 
Producers: Marc Abraham, Lynn Arost, Steve Golin, Kate Guinzburg, Sigurjon 
Sighvatsson 
Screenwriter: Laura Jones 
Cast: Michelle Pfeiffer, Jessica Lange, Jennifer Jason Leigh, Colin Firth, Keith 
Carradine, Kevin Anderson, Pat Hingle, Jason Robards 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1997 
 
In this update of Shakespeare’s King Lear, Iowa patriarch Larry is one of the most 
powerful farmers in the region. Announcing his retirement, he tells his three 
daughters he will divide his 1,000 acres between them. Favored youngest daughter 
Caroline wonders aloud whether that is a good idea and is immediately rewarded 
by having her share axed. As the two eldest daughters and their husbands begin 
assuming control of their respective halves of the farm, Larry begins to become 
angry and abusive, prompting the two women to grapple with long-hidden family 
secrets. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how the two sisters, Rose and Ginny, are courageous to start confronting, 
working through, and resolving their past in a dysfunctional family with issues of 
alcoholism, emotional abuse and molestation. They learn that recovery is possible. 
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Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you feel too challenged by circumstances in your life or by the effects of 

trauma that you experienced in childhood to believe that you can be content or 
happy again? 

- Does Rose’s and Ginny’s capacity to start working on healing their childhood 
wounds remind you of your own inner resources? 

- Imagine yourself as Rose and Ginny when they work through and resolve their 
past.  

- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 
you “become” one of them in this way? 

- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 
your courage: I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring, IX One Door Closes, Another 
Door Opens, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV 
Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII 
Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
Defending Your Life 
 
Director: Albert Brooks 
Producer: Michael Grillo 
Screenwriter: Albert Brooks 
Cast: Albert Brooks, Rip Torn, Meryl Streep 
MPAA Rating: PG 
Year of Release: 1991 
Released on Video: 01/01/92 
 
Daniel is a yuppie who died in a car accident and is awaiting the determination of 
his fate in Judgment City, a sort-of waiting room resort for the afterlife. While 
having the details of his life examined court-room style to see whether he 
overcame his fears and made the most of his life, he falls in love with the only 
other young person in the city, Julie. While she looks certain to move on up to 
“Citizen of the Universe” status, Daniel’s apparently pitiful life appears to spell 
another trip back to life on earth for him. Eventually he develops the necessary 
courage to be able to join her. 
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Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch Daniel after a lifetime of giving in to his fears, now facing his fear and 
pursuing what he really wants — his newfound love, Julie. 
 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Can you remember one situation in your life when you faced a fear and pursued 

something you were afraid of?  
- Are you willing to try this again, starting with something small    and 

manageable? 
-  Perceive Daniel as a model for bravery during the last part of the movie.  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 

you imagine yourself as Daniel in this way? 
-   Find the same strength, courage, and determination inside yourself and “feel 

your fear and do it anyway”. 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your bravery:  I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring, 
- IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, 

XII ABCDE Disputation, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for 
Your Own Happiness, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 

Places in the Heart 
 

Director: Robert Benton 
Screenwriter: Robert Benton 
Cast: Sally Field, Lindsay Crouse Ed Harris, Amy Madigan, John Malkovich, 
Danny Glover 
Rated: PG 
Year of Release: 1984 

 
Set in 1935 Waxahachie, Texas, this story shows how determination and hard work 
can overcome overwhelming odds. Alone and broke on a small farm during the 
Great Depression, the recently widowed Edna must rent a room to a blind boarder 
and hire a wandering black man in order to stave off the bank and feed her kids. 
The black man knows how to grow cotton, but when the bottom falls out of the 
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market, their only hope is to win a bonus by beating all the other farms in a race to 
see who will be able to bring in their crop first. Meanwhile, storms, exhaustion and 
the KKK stand in their way. Things go from bad to worse, but it is when they look 
darkest that Edna’s doubts about her capabilities diminish and she finds a hidden 
reservoir of conviction and fights off despair only to come out shining on the other 
side. At the end her self-esteem has grown immensely. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice how Edna faces many overwhelming challenges after her husband died. 
With strength, courage, and determination she is able to master these challenges 
successfully and change her view of herself. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you believe that your situation is too overwhelming to get a handle on it? 
- What are the influences in your life that seem overwhelming to you?  
- Would simplifying your life make things less overwhelming?  
- Or do you have to face your challenges as Edna had to?  
- How did Edna first think negatively of herself?  
- How was she able to let go of her self-doubts and develop courage?  
- Imagine yourself as Edna when she let go of her negative beliefs and became 

very brave.  
- What negative thoughts about yourself are dropping away as you “become” 

her? 
- How does this feel? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your courage:  I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring, IX One Door Closes, Another 
Door Opens, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV 
Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII 
Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 
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Ruby in Paradise 

 
Director: Victor Nunez 
Screenwriter: Victor Nunez 
Cast: Ashley Judd, Todd Field, Bentley Mitchum, Allison Dean, Dorothy Lyman 
Rated: R  
Year of Release: 1993 

 
Real freedom comes from finding out what you love to do and then doing it. Ruby, 
a 20-year-old Tennessee woman, escapes what was probably an abusive life and 
drives to Florida, where she insists on work at a beachwear shop until the owner 
finally relents. And she gradually learns to love her work, not so much because 
retail is thrilling but because she finds she is good at dealing with people and 
money. When the owner’s son makes advances and is eventually spurned, he takes 
his revenge by getting her fired. Hitting a low point during which she considers, 
then refuses work at a strip joint, she eventually grows in her knowledge of what 
she wants from life and learns to go after it. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice how Ruby, after many challenging ordeals, finally becomes an independent 
woman, in charge of her work and herself. She had escaped from what was 
probably an abusive relationship.  

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- If you are in an abusive relationship, use Ruby as a model and get out.  
- Look for a mentor to provide you with guidance, like Ruby did. 
- Do you believe that you are not capable of confronting or getting away from 

people who treat you badly? 
- Do you remember a situation in your life when you faced a fear of conflict and 

confronted somebody who had mistreated you? 
- Does Ruby’s capacity to escape from her abusers remind you of your inner 

resources?  
- Imagine yourself as Ruby when her bravery allows her to achieve her goals.  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when 

you “become” her in this way? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your courage: I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring, IX One Door Closes, Another 
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Door Opens, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV 
Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII 
Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

 
 

Persistence 
 
Persistence is defined as “voluntary continuation of goal-directed action in spite of 
obstacles, difficulties, or discouragement” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 229). 
People who carry on in spite of obstacles and see a project through to the end 
demonstrate persistence.  
 
 
A Beautiful Mind 
 
Director: Ron Howard 
Producers: Brian Grazer, Ron Howard 
Screenwriter: Akiva Goldsman 
Cast: Russell Crowe, Ed Harris, Jennifer Connelly, Adam Goldberg, Paul Bettany 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2001 
 
Based on the life of Nobel Prize winning mathematician John Nash, this film 
shows Nash slowly slipping into his schizophrenic fantasy world and loosing his 
grip on reality. When his illness finally comes to light, the medical treatments 
threaten to wipe out his intellectual gifts. He opts instead for the risky path of 
trying to use mental discipline alone to ward off his disease and ultimately 
triumphs after years of struggle. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice how John Nash’s persistence eventually helps him achieve his goal to live 
without taking medication. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- How did you feel when you observed John Nash’s persistence, determination 

and endurance?  
- How and where in your life could you adopt this attitude?  
- How would this make you feel?  
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- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your persistence: I Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, IX One 
Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation,  
XV Feelings Fade, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
I Am Sam 
 
Director: Jessie Nelson 
Producers: Edward Zwick, David Rubin 
Screenwriters: Kristine Johnson, Jessie Nelson 
Cast: Sean Penn, Michelle Pfeiffer, Dakota Fanning, Doug Hutchinson, Stanley 
DeSantis, Brad Silverman, Richard Schiff, Dianne Wiest 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2001 
 
Sam has the mental capacity of a 7-year-old but the heart of a giant. His retardation 
does not deter him from his goal: he is determined to raise his small daughter, 
Lucy, himself. But as she turns seven and becomes smarter than Sam, she holds 
herself back. That prompts the state to put her in a foster home, forcing Sam into 
court where he must convince the judge, and even his own lawyer, that he is 
capable of parenting a child. 
 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice how John Nash’s persistence eventually helps him achieve his goal to have 
access to his child while she lives in a supportive home. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- How did you feel when you observed Sam’s persistence? 
- How and where in your life could you adopt this capacity?   
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when you imagine 

that you “become” him in this way? 
- How would this affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 
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your persistence: I Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, IX One 
Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, 
XV Feelings Fade, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
Lorenzo’s Oil 

 
Director: George Miller  
Producer: George Miller 
Screenwriters: George Miller, Nick Enright 
Cast: Susan Sarandon, Nick Nolte, Peter Ustinov, Kathleen Wilhoite, Zack 
O'Malley Greenburg, Laura Linney 
MPAA Rating: PG 13 
Year of Release: 1992 
 
Based on a true story, two parents struggle to find a cure for their son’s apparently 
incurable, degenerative and terminal disease. The Odone’s have a five-year-old 
son, Lorenzo, who is diagnosed with Adrenoleukodystrophy (ALD). The doctors 
say it is a rare disease that strikes only boys. Victims die after losing all sensory 
functions. All known treatments are experimental and none are rated as successful. 
No boy with ALD has ever survived. Though his parents, Augusto and Michaela 
Odone, enlist the boy in the most promising of the experimental treatment 
programs immediately following his diagnosis, the disease progresses rapidly and 
things look hopeless. 
 
But the parents refuse to give up, despite the pessimistic prognosis from all the 
experts. From their various discussions with the experts, it is clear to them that one 
problem they face is the lack of a system for integrating knowledge about the 
disease. So they take it upon themselves to organize an international symposium of 
experts and parents of afflicted boys. The father combs the medical literature 
looking for clues. The mother stays at the son’s side. Neither looses hope or faith, 
but the emotional strain takes its toll on their relationship. Eventually, they begin to 
connect various unrelated and overlooked theories and despite resistance from a 
disbelieving medical world, they finally connect the right two ideas, discovering in 
the nick of time that the cure for ALD lies in a special olive oil. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 



 32 

Notice how Lorenzo’s parents don’t give up in spite of the extreme emotional 
strain they experience. They become very creative in their efforts to save their son. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- Are you experiencing an overwhelming challenge in your life?  
- How have you coped with these kinds of challenges before? 
- Imagine what could you achieve, if you approached a big challenge with the 

determination, courage and creativity that Augusto and Michaela display in the 
movie? 

- Can you imagine how strong you will feel when you face your challenge with 
determination and persistence? 

- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 
your persistence: I Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, IX One 
Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation,  
XV Feelings Fade, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

 
Seabiscuit 

 
Director: Gary Ross 
Producers: Kathleen Kennedy, Frank Marshall, Gary Ross, Jane Sindell 
Screenwriter: Gary Ross 
Cast: Jeff Bridges, Chris Cooper, Tobey Maguire, William H. Macy 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2003 

 
Seabiscuit was wrongly perceived as being a misfit racehorse, but he overcame 
great odds and became a folk hero at the height of the Great Depression. In 
addition to telling this true-life story of a champion horse, this film also tells the 
tale of three men who were broken by life, but saw their lives gain new meaning 
when Seabiscuit showed them how to rise above overwhelming obstacles with 
much steadfastness and determination. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
Notice how the main characters in this movie don’t give up in spite of extreme 
challenges. 
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Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- How did you feel when you observed the main characters’ determination and 

persistence?  
- How and where in your life could you adopt this attitude?  
- How would this make you feel?  
- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your persistence: I Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, IX One 
Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation,  
XV Feelings Fade, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
Shine 

 
Director: Scott Hicks 
Producer: Jane Scott 
Screenwriter: Jan Sardi 
Cast: Geoffrey Rush, Noah Taylor, Alex Rafalowicz, Armin Mueller-Stahl, Lynn 
Redgrave, John Gielgud, Googie Withers 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 1996 

 
Marvel at the way the human spirit tries to heal itself. This story, based on the life 
of Australian pianist David Helfgott, traces his youth as a child chess and piano 
prodigy under the savagely domineering hand of his father, who berates him with 
stories of his family’s slaughter in German concentration camps. As an adolescent, 
David wins a coveted position to study at the Royal College of Music in London, 
but his father demands he refuse it because by leaving, he will “destroy” his 
family. David enters the school anyway, but then has a nervous breakdown during 
a crucial concert. Years later, as a largely forgotten, broken man, David wanders 
the streets babbling nonsense, then stumbles into restaurants where he astounds the 
guests by playing rapturously on the piano. Eventually, he falls in love with a 
woman who helps to heal his emotional and mental troubles. 



 34 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
David has to face many immense challenges. With much determination, 
persistence, and his wife’s love, he is finally able to find inner peace. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- Do you feel too challenged by circumstances in your life or by the effects of 

trauma? 
- Do you believe that you cannot be content or happy again? 
- Does David’s persistence in his pursuit to find healing for his emotional 

wounds remind you of your own inner resources that might help you to achieve 
the same?  

- How did you feel when you observed David’s persistence and endurance?  
- How and where in your life could you adopt this attitude?  
- How would this make you feel?  
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your persistence: I Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, IX One 
Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation,  
XV Feelings Fade, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
Integrity 
 
Integrity relates to authenticity, wholeness, and honesty. This emotional strength is 
displayed by people who live their lives according to their personal values and take 
responsibility for who they are and what they do. They treat others with respect 
and abide by their convictions.  (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
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The Insider 
 
Director: Michael Mann 
Producers: Peter Jan Brugge, Michael Mann 
Screenwriter: Eric Roth 
Cast: Al Pacino, Russell Crowe, Christopher Plummer, Philip Baker Hall, Diane 
Venora, Gina Gershon, Rip Torn, Lindsay Crouse, Debi Mazar, Bruce McGill 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1999 
 
Ethics and personal courage take center stage in this highly acclaimed and 
controversial cutting edge drama about a tobacco company doctor-turned-
reluctant-whistleblower, Jeffery Wigand. Jeffery has crucial evidence that tobacco 
company executives knowingly doctored their product with a carcinogenic additive 
to make it more addictive, then lied to Congress. Constructed like a jigsaw puzzle 
in which crucial pieces keep disappearing, the twisted plot follows investigative 
journalist and 60 Minutes producer Lowell Bergman as he manipulates behind the 
scenes to get the highly damaging story on the air. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how Jeffrey, after hesitating for a while, stands up for his convictions and 
blows the whistle on big tobacco with much integrity. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- Use Jeffery Wigand as a model to find the integrity, strength, courage, and 

determination inside yourself to stand up for what you believe. 
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when you imagine 

being like him in this way? 
- Feel your fear of standing up for your convictions, accept this fear, and 

consequently follow through with what you believe in with integrity.  
- What do you expect will change in your life after doing this? 
- How will it affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your integrity:  I Using Strengths, VII Mirroring,  
IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens, X Stopping Catastrophic 
Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV Feelings Fade, or XVIII Don’t 
Believe Everything You Think! 
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Where the Heart Is 
 

Director: Matt Williams 
Producers: Matt Williams, David McFadzean, Susan Cartsonis, Patricia Whitcher 
Screenwriters: Babaloo Mandel, Lowell Ganz 
Cast: Natalie Portman, Keith David, Stockard Channing, Ashley Judd, Sally Field, 
Dylan Bruno 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2000 

 
Novalee is 17 and pregnant. She has never had a real home. When her musician 
boyfriend dumps her at an Oklahoma Wal-Mart with nothing but a camera and 
$5.55, she hides in the store. Novalee has the integrity to keep track of all the items 
she steals in case she ever gets the chance to pay it back. She is discovered in her 
hide out just as she is giving birth, and awakes in a hospital bed to find that she has 
gained instant celebrity status in the small town as the mother of “The Wal-Mart 
Baby”. Over the next few years she creates a makeshift family from a group of 
eccentric friends and realizes her own strength. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Watch Novalee demonstrating integrity and holding on to hope against hope before 
she finally discovers the gift of friendship and belonging she longed for. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- Do you believe that your situation is too overwhelming to get a handle on it? 
- What are the influences in your life that seem overwhelming to you and might 

challenge your integrity?  
- Do you have some ideas about simplifying your life?  
- Would this make things less overwhelming?  
- Or do you have to face your challenges as Novalee had to?  
- Use her as a model and find strength, courage, integrity, and determination 

inside yourself. 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises: I Using Strengths, II Three 

Good Things/Blessings,  
III Obituary/Biography, IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XIV Autonomy and Individuality, XV 
Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII 
Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 
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Vitality 
 

People who embrace life with zest, enthusiasm, vigor, and energy display vitality. 
They live each moment fully, avoiding the doldrums that characterize many 
people’s lives. (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
Fried Green Tomatoes 
 
Director: Jon Avnet 
Producer: Jon Avnet 
Screenwriter: Fannie Flagg 
Cast: Kathy Bates, Mary Stuart Masterson, Mary-Louise Parker, Jessica Tandy, 
Cicely Tyson, Chris O'Donnell 
Rated: PG 13 
Year of Release: 1991 
 
Idgie Threadgoode goes her own way. She wears pants, a tie, cuts her hair short 
and has a crush on Ruth — all in the deep south town of Whistle Stop, Georgia 
sometime in the early post-WWII era. Ruth is married to a violent, drunken lout of 
a racist redneck. The two women open the Whistle Stop Café, and insist on serving 
Big George, a black man whose mother raised Idgie. When Ruth’s abusive 
husband disappears, the local KKK decides to blame the “uppity” Big George. 
This story is told by Ms. Threadgoode in flashback mode from the present day. She 
lives in a nursing home and is visited regularly by Evelyn — dowdy, unhappy, and 
dripping with low self-esteem. The story, and its telling, has powerful curative 
affects on Evelyn, who learns to stand up for herself. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how Ruth and Idgie stand up for what they believe with much vitality and 
enthusiasm and how Evelyn learns from them how to follow suit, thereby gaining 
the courage to deal with her life’s problems. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you think that you cannot stand up for what you believe with  enthusiasm? 
- Use Ruth and Idgie as models to find or increase your  enthusiasm for your 

convictions as well as your vitality.  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when  you imagine 
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that you develop these qualities? 
- How would this affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop    or 

increase your vitality: I Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, III 
Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit, 
 VI Savoring, XIII Gaining or Increasing Happiness, XIV Autonomy and 
Individuality, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own 
Happiness, or XVII Have A Good Day. 

 
 

Real Women Have Curves 
 

Director: Patricia Cardoso 
Producers: Effie Brown, George LaVoo 
Screenwriters: George LaVoo, Josefina Lopez 
Cast: America Ferrera, Lupe Ontiveros, Ingrid Oliu, George Lopez, Brian Sites 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2002 

 
“Curvy” Ana Garcia is the daughter of Mexican immigrants living in Los Angeles. 
Focusing on her academic skills, she is so successful that one of her teachers thinks 
that she has a good chance of making it into Columbia University. Society’s 
standards of beauty and the fact that her family does not want Ana to attempt such 
lofty goals undermine her positive self-image. When she has to work in her sister’s 
dingy little seamstress shop, Ana stands proudly in the middle of her cohorts and 
proclaims her independence of society's vision with much enthusiasm. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how Ana demonstrates zest, vigor and energy as she pursues her goals.  

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- How did you feel when you observed Ana’s vitality and enthusiasm? 
- How and where in your life could you adopt this attitude?  
- How would this make you feel?  
- Use Ana as a model and find or increase your vitality. 
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when you imagine 

that you develop these qualities?  
- How would this affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
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- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 
your vitality: I Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, III 
Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit, 
 VI Savoring, XIII Gaining or Increasing Happiness, XIV Autonomy and 
Individuality, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own 
Happiness, or XVII Have A Good Day. 

 
 
 

Waiting to Exhale 
 
Director: Forest Whitaker 
Producer: Ronald Bass 
Screenwriters: Terry McMillan, Ronald Bass 
Cast: Whitney Houston, Angela Bassett, Loretta Devine, Lela Rochon  
Marvin: Gregory Hines 
Rated: R  
Year of Release: 1995 

 
- Feisty, independent and fiercely protective of one another, four African American 

women form a communal safety net as they cope with the various untrustworthy 
men moving into and out of their lives. All four of them are waiting for a 
relationship with a mate on whom they can rely. But while they are thus “waiting 
to exhale” they find they can lead fulfilling lives, nonetheless. They start 
approaching life with excitement and energy and begin living their lives as an 
adventure.  

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice how these four vital women start feeling alive and activated as they learn to 
be okay with themselves after they had originally “used” relationships to feel good.  

 
 

Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 

- Do you believe that something is wrong with you as long as you are single? 
- Use the women in Waiting to Exhale as models for acceptance and contentment 

while you are single. 
- Experiment with activities, projects, or hobbies that make you feel good as a 

single person like the characters in the movie. 
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- Practice one or several of the following exercises: I Using Strengths, II Three 
Good Things/Blessings, VI Savoring, IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens, 
XIII Gaining or Increasing Happiness, or  

- XVII Have A Good Day. 
- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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7. Humanity  
 
The virtue humanity entails the interpersonal strengths love, kindness, and social 
intelligence. It involves relationship building, particularly the tending and 
befriending of others. (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
Movies about issues and the strengths of humanity inspire viewers about human 
goodness to see what is possible in human relationships or to gain a deeper 
understanding of human nature. “There is no question that viewing such films 
creates cinematic elevation in viewers, moving them in the direction of those good 
choices that make lives flourish.” (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008, p. 91) These films 
speak deeply to the human condition. They depict characters who live or develop 
the capacity to live a life full of connection or love.   

 
In the movie Before Sunset, the main characters develop the virtue humanity with 
the strengths of love and kindness over time. 
 
  
Before Sunset 
 
Director: Richard Linklater 
Producers: Richard Linklater, Anne Walker-McBay 
Screenwriters: Richard Linklater, Julie Delpy, Ethan Hawke 
Cast: Ethan Hawke, Julie Delpy, Vernon Dobtcheff 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 2004 
 
Before Sunset is the sequel to Linklater's 1995 Before Sunrise, the tale of two 
strangers, a traveling Texan, Jesse, and a Parisian graduate student, Celine, who 
meet in Vienna on a train and spent an intoxicating evening together, walking, 
talking, and making love, before parting at sunrise. They didn't know each other's 
last names or addresses — they staked everything on that promise to meet again in 
six months. 
 
Now, nine years later, Jesse is enjoying the success of his first book, a romantic 
novel based on their short romance. Celine shows up at his book signing in Paris. 
They begin to talk, initially modestly and awkwardly, as they walk through the 
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city, before he must catch his flight back to his wife and young son in New York. 
A long dialogue, played in real time, follows.  
 
A lot of the subject matter in their dialog deals with the bitterness and frustration 
that comes with failed relationships. Jesse confesses that, while he was on the way 
to his wedding, all he could think about was Celine.  “I feel like I'm running a 
small nursery with someone I used to date,” is how he matter-of-factly sums up the 
condition of his marriage. Celine relates better to men when they “have careers that 
take them on the road”, like her present beau, a photographer. 
 
Jesse is a New York intellectual: insightful, self-absorbed, and still wowed by art, 
literature, and culture. Celine is a passionate pessimist when it comes to world 
ecology, despairing about whether she makes a difference in her work for an 
environmental group.  
 
Finally they admit that they should have taken each other's address and telephone 
numbers after their enchanted night in Vienna and discuss the reunion they had 
promised to have. It turns out that Celine's beloved grandmother died, and she was 
unable to be there. Jesse did show up and was heartbroken when she did not 
appear. Reaching a new low in his life, he explored Buddhism.  
 
This first step allows them to slowly open up and reveal how rare it is to meet 
someone they feel an instinctive connection with. What they are really discussing, 
between the many words, is the possibility that they missed a life they would have 
wanted to spend together. Jesse eventually confesses that he wrote his book and 
came to Paris for a book signing because that was the only way he could think of to 
find her again. A little later, in a subtle moment of body language, she reaches out 
to touch him and then pulls back her hand before he sees it.  
 
Celine’s gesture is symbolic for their interactions throughout the main part of the 
movie. As soon as one of them makes a tiny step toward emotional vulnerability, 
he or she gets scared and very soon “retreats” defensively again or becomes 
sarcastic. This wounds the other one, who closes down in response too. Their fear 
of emotional intimacy makes it obvious why Jesse and Celine had been afraid to 
exchange numbers or addresses when they first met.  
 
But the two recognize that in this second meeting the stakes are higher: life's 
opportunities may now be fewer, or may have been missed altogether. A tug of 
suspense comes not only from his waiting plane to the US, but also from the need 
to grab at chance and from the comparatively larger deadline of age. Jesse and 
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Celine are finally able to stop playing protective games, reveil their deeper truths, 
plunge into the bottomless depth of their souls, and become kind and loving with 
each other. 
 
Before Sunset recognizes the obstacles that can be involved with love while 
showing two characters slowly realizing its preciousness and sanctity. 
 
Positive Cinema Therapy: 
 
Before Sunset is an excellent movie to support the Positive Cinema Therapy work 
with clients who fear vulnerability and intimacy. 
 
My client, Cindy, felt confused and worried when she recently came to her session. 
The previous night she had become very angry with her boyfriend, John, and 
yelled at him. This led to a big fight. Now she felt bad because she understood that 
the small mistake he had made when they cooked dinner together did not justify 
her acting out that way. As we explored her reaction, Cindy learned that the real 
reason for her response was her emotional hurt about his plans to leave the next 
morning for a two-week fishing trip with friends. This made her feel excluded and 
abandoned. 
 
Toward the end of her session Cindy contemplated whether it would help to 
apologize, but she was afraid this would make her look stupid, needy, and weak. 
She believed that John might take advantage of her vulnerability, criticize her, or 
push her away. Then she would feel even worse.  
 
I suggested to my client to watch Before Sunset and gave her the guidelines, which 
are mentioned below (“Keep the following questions in mind while you watch:”). I 
also explained that understanding how we respond to different movie characters 
can show us who we are. We learn most from characters who touched us with their 
charisma, attitude, looks, demeanor, or actions. If we admire a certain capacity in a 
character, we usually carry a seed of this ability inside us. Nurturing this seed will 
help it grow.  
 
When Cindy came back a week later, she especially remembered the scenes in the 
movie where Celine and Jesse look like they put themselves emotionally out on a 
limb. My client commented that they appear emotionally vulnerable but not weak 
at all. In fact, they looked weak to her when they played their defensive games, and 
seemed courageous and strong when they were emotionally open and authentic. 
We also worked with the questions and exercises that are listed below (“Questions 
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and interventions after the movie:”). 
 
The longer we talked about her viewing experience, the more Cindy felt inspired. 
She identified with Celine, especially with her glib, sarcastic, guarded, and distant 
attitude with which the character protects herself from being seen with her hurt 
feelings. Cindy admired Celine when she opens her heart and becomes kind, 
loving, and genuine toward the end of the movie. My client stated, ”What Celine 
demonstrates, I can do too”. 
 
Cindy’s perception of her boyfriend changed as well. Remembering how the two 
movie characters affect each other, she realizes that John and she will have an 
opportunity to experience more emotional closeness as soon as she tells him the 
truth about the hurt she had felt beneath her anger and apologizes for her yelling. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
Keep the following questions in mind while you watch: 
- What parts of the movie touch you most? 
- What character do you most identify with and when? 
- What enables Celine and Jesse to express their emotional truth eventually so 

they are able to become loving and kind with each other? 
  

Questions and interventions after the movie: 
- What makes you afraid of emotional intimacy (explore history)? 
- What can you learn from Celine’s and Jesse’s development of their 

interpersonal strength? 
- Can you imagine yourself expressing the truth about feeling hurt in a kind 

fashion and/or expressing your love to a loved one although you feel scared?  
- Allow yourself to welcome the different kinds of emotions that arise when you 

love someone while communicating with an open heart.  
- How will your life look like when you develop the virtue of humanity further? 
- Imagine yourself with this virtue. 
- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises:  IV Gratitude Visit, V 

Active/Constructive Responding, XV Feelings Fade,  
XIX Letting Go of Grudges, XX Fun and Philanthropy, or  
XXI Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 
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Love 
 
The capacity to love and to be loved is viewed as an innate process with 
evolutionary roots (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Types of love are attachment 
love, compassionate (altruistic, similar to kindness), companionate, familial, 
agapeistic (unconditional, sacrificial), and romantic love (Berscheid, 2006). 
Fromm (1956) considers the four basic elements of love: care, responsibility, 
respect, and knowledge. 
 
Kolya (In Czech and Russian) 
 
Director: Jan Sverák 
Producer: Eric Abraham 
Screenwriter: Jan Sverák 
Cast: Zdenek Sverák, Andrei Chalimon, Libuse Safránková 
Rated: PG 13  
Year of Release: 1996 
 
Making the best of “bad” circumstances, confirmed bachelor musician Kolya finds 
he is suddenly left in charge of a five-year-old boy, Louka, when his Soviet mother 
abandons him to join her boyfriend. His initial eagerness for the boy to be shipped 
off to a state-sponsored foster family slowly changes during the months he is 
forced into the role of care-giver. Despite that fact that Louka speaks only Russian 
and Kolya speaks little, by the time the boy’s mother returns to reclaim him, the 
two have grown to love one another. But their sadness at having to separate is 
offset by the fact that Kolya has learned he is still capable of feeling real love. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Watch how the Louka’s and Kolya’s hearts grow together over time, even though 
they do not understand each other’s native language. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
-  Have you experienced getting emotionally closer to somebody, child or adult, 

after you got to know him or her as shown in Kolya?  
- Welcome the different kinds of emotions that might arise in response to another 

person and communicate them with kindness.  
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- Communicate your positive emotions whenever possible. 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises: IV Gratitude Visit, V 

Active/Constructive Responding, XV Feelings Fade,  
XIX Letting Go of Grudges, XX Fun and Philanthropy, or  
XXI Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
When Harry Met Sally 

 
Director: Rob Reiner 
Producers: Rob Reiner, Andrew Scheinmann 
Screenwriter: Nora Ephron 
Cast: Billy Crystal, Meg Ryan, Carrie Fisher, Bruno Kirby 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1989 

 
Harry and Sally first meet on a cross-country road trip as both are leaving school 
for New York to begin their careers. Both are single, but clearly, these two are not 
meant for each other — they are as different as black and white. But they meet 
again at the airport a few years later when she’s with a new boyfriend. And again, 
years later, when they’re both in relationships, and again, when he’s mid-divorce 
and she has just been dumped. They keep bumping into each other until finally, 
they realize they like each other and become close friends. And after a long 
friendship, they finally realize that despite the differences between them, they love 
each other. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice the transformation that Sally and Harry go through in their relationship over 
a long period of time. They go through many ups and downs during which their 
relationship improves. Notice how they experience many different kinds of 
emotions during this time and are able to forgive each other for their mistakes. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- Do you believe that your relationship(s) will never change for the better? 
- Did some of your relationships undergo changes over long periods of time?  
- Are you willing to accept the different kinds of emotions that often change 

relationships? 
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- What could help you to move toward forgiveness if your friend or partner 
made a mistake that hurt you? 

- Practice one or several of the following exercises:  
V Active/Constructive Responding, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking 
Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You 
Think!, XIX Letting Go of Grudges, XX Fun and Philanthropy, or XXI 
Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 

 
 
Kindness 
 
Kindness can entail generosity, nurturance, care, compassion, altruistic love, and 
affection. When this strength is oriented toward others, it may be expressed 
through a warm thought, a facial expression, a kind word, or altruistic behavior. 
Although it is generally outward directed, kindness can also be self-directed in the 
form of self-compassion. (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
 
Groundhog Day 
 
Director: Harold Ramis 
Producers: Trevor Albert, Harold Ramis 
Screenwriter: Danny Rubin, Harold Ramis 
Cast: Bill Murray, Andie MacDowell, Chris Elliott, Stephen Tobolowsky, Brian 
Doyle-Murray 
MPAA Rating: PG 
Year of Release: 1993 
 
The word “stuck” somehow does not even come close to Phil’s situation. He is a 
nasty, self-centered weather forecaster who is bored with the same old assignment 
and same old co-workers, and wakes up one day to find he is condemned to live 
the same exact day over and over, seemingly forever. Upon first discovering his 
plight, he allows his selfish nature to take advantage of the situation, using his 
foreknowledge of what others will do to get the upper hand. But in the end, life on 
a perpetual “unchanging” merry-go-round shows him how to convert himself into a 
kind man. 
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Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice the transformation Phil goes through after he moves beyond denial and 
resentment over the conditions of his life. When he becomes kind, authentic, and 
compassionate, his life circumstances change too. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Imagine that you wake up one morning and notice that — miraculously — you 

have the capacity to change a situation in which you had felt stuck? Use this 
image to move toward the change you want. 

- Do you have inner resources, like kindness, that Phil initially didn’t have? 
- Imagine yourself as Phil when he became a kind and compassionate person 

with social intelligence at the end of the movie.  
- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when you “become” 

him in this way? 
- How would this affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your kindness: V Active/Constructive Responding,  
XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XIX 
Letting Go of Grudges, XX Fun and Philanthropy, or XXI Practicing Random 
Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
Social Intelligence 
 
Similar to insight, psychological mindedness, and social inference, 
the interpersonal strength, social intelligence, has personal, emotional and social 
components. Personal intelligence entails accurate self-understanding and self-
assessment. Emotional intelligence refers to the capacity to use emotional 
information well. Social intelligence encapsulates the understanding of and 
appreciation for the nuances of relationships. They can overlap with each other. 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Goleman, 2006) 
 
The protagonists of the following movies initially demonstrate a significant lack of 
social intelligence. 
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About Schmidt: 
 
Director: Alexander Payne 
Producers: Harry Gittes, Michael Besman 
Screenwriter: Alexander Payne 
Cast: Jack Nicholson, Hope Davis, Dermot Mulroney, Len Cariou, Howard 
Hesseman, Kathy Bates 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 2002 
 
About Schmidt is an intricate character study of a man who falls into the abyss of 
retirement and widowhood, then gradually climbs out of it by getting in touch with 
his heart. His salvation comes inadvertently, through a one-way series of letters he 
writes to an orphan in Tanzania. 
 
As the movie begins we learn that Warren Schmidt, for decades, felt displaced in 
his own home, evaded family conflicts and defined himself by his work. He 
appears to lack even the slightest spark of intellectual curiosity or passion. Days 
after a meaningless retirement dinner, he returns to the office only to find that his 
young replacement has upgraded Warren’s entire system and discarded his files, 
using none of the legacy of business acumen Warren left behind. 
 
At home, his wife Helen tries to be cheerful, and surprises him with breakfast in a 
new RV. The stale dialogue displays a yawning absence of meaning in their 
marriage. Neither understands any longer who they are to one another. One night 
Warren finds himself, after 42 years of marriage, asking, “Who is this old women 
next to me in bed?” But when he returns home one day to discover Helen has 
dropped dead on the kitchen floor, his life quickly unravels. 
 
Even as ineffectually as his marriage and work filled the void of his life, when both 
suddenly vanish Warren sinks into a depression. Then, at the nadir of his decline, 
he decides to adopt and sponsor a six-year old African boy for 73 “precious” cents 
a day. The viewer is given few clues as to why he decides to take this action. But 
as the film plays out, in hindsight it appears as if in this act he is subconsciously 
grasping a lifeline. A second lifeline falls his way equally as “accidentally,” when 
Warren decides to take to the road in the RV in order to stop his daughter from 
making a tragic mistake by going through with her wedding. 
 
En route to “save” his daughter, Warren flexes the wings of his new freedom by 
trying his hand at social relationships. But having practiced few social skills during 
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his life, his attempts fail, either because he is oblivious to the other person’s 
feelings or because he is bound by his own fears. His daughter keeps him at arm’s 
length when he ham-handedly tries to intervene in her wedding. Her fiancée’s 
liberated mother makes casual romantic advances and it scares him to death. Later, 
when temporary neighbors at an RV park invite him to dinner, he misinterprets the 
situation miserably, makes a pass at the neighbor’s wife, and gets thrown out. 
 
But throughout this series of social catastrophes, Warren continues to write his 
adopted “son.” The long confessional letters provide Warren his one honest 
emotional outlet. It’s almost as if he were writing them to his own long-orphaned 
inner child. Eventually, when he receives news of the benefits his sponsorship has 
on the boy’s life, he sheds real tears of joy, and we realize that slowly, this 
accidental “therapy” has had its effect. Despite the botched efforts to connect to 
people, Warren begins to feel alive, reborn.  
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how Warren starts to appreciate himself and develop some social 
intelligence as his defenses begin to dissolve. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- What makes Warren Schmidt such a depressed and socially inept person? 
- Did Schmidt demonstrate something that you need to avoid?  
- What helps him start changing? 
- Do you have inner resources in regards to social awareness and behavior that 

Schmidt does not have? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your social intelligence: V Active/Constructive Responding, XV Feelings 
Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XIX Letting Go of 
Grudges, XX Fun and Philanthropy, or XXI Practicing Random Acts of 
Kindness. 
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Parenthood 

 
Director: Ron Howard 
Producers: Joseph M. Caracciolo, Brian Grazer 
Screenwriters: Lowell Ganz, Babaloo Mandel 
Cast: Steve Martin, Mary Steenburgen, Dianne Wiest, Jason Robards, Rick 
Moranis, Tom Hulce, Martha Plimpton, and Keanu Reeves  
Rated: PG-13 
Year of Release: 1990 

 
Gil Buckman is determined to be “a good pop,” something his father never was. 
Yet, his father, who appears mainly distant and cold, still has a soft heart when it 
comes to his other, younger, and childless, “black sheep” son with the gambling 
problem. Without providing any easy answers, this movie explores the 
complexities of a multi-generational clan as they work to overcome their past by 
examining the mistakes that were made while raising their kids in a typical 
American suburb. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how Gil starts to develop some social intelligence in relation to family 
members.  

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- How did you feel when you observed Gil acknowledging and working on his 

weaknesses and mistakes in his relationships?  
- How and where in your life could you adopt this thinking and behavior?  
- How would this make you feel?  
- How would it affect your social relations? 
- How would this affect your sense of fulfillment in life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your social intelligence: V Active/Constructive Responding, XV Feelings 
Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XIX Letting Go of 
Grudges, XX Fun and Philanthropy, or XXI Practicing Random Acts of 
Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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8. Justice  
 
Justice involves the civic strengths citizenship, fairness, and leadership. This virtue 
refers to the concept of interaction between an individual and society. In contrast to 
humanity, which relates to interactions between people, justice relates to 
interactions among people. Humanity strengths are one-to-one and interpersonal, 
while justice strengths are one-to-many and broadly social. Humanity goes beyond 
the domain of justice as it includes care. Care encapsulates compassion, empathy, 
and understanding. While the goal of care is to provide compassionate 
determination of how to meet another’s needs, the primary intention of justice is to 
objectively weigh the evidence in determining moral rights and responsibilities. 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
Movies with the theme of justice are often about civic duty, the strength of 
community, or social action. Justice can either be displayed as the virtue of a 
character or it is part of an overall intention of the film. Sometimes the plight of an 
individual, a group, or a nation is addressed. The struggle of daily life, desire for 
greater fairness and equality, social responsibility and action, as well as leadership 
and mutual support of people are frequent themes. (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008) 
In the movie Lars and the Real Girl, a small town community displays virtues, 
humanity and justice. Town members display the civic strength, citizenship, as 
they collectively take on new responsibilities to help the main character, Lars, in 
his process of emotional healing and social integration. Lars’ sister in law and his 
doctor demonstrate leadership, another civic strength, as they organize this 
community support.  

 
Lars and the Real Girl 
 
Director: Craig Gillespie 
Producers: Sarah Aubrey, John Cameron, Sidney Kimmel 
Screenwriter: Nancy Oliver 
Cast: Ryan Gosling, Emily Mortimer, Paul Schneider, Kelli Garner, 
Patricia Clarkson 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2007 
 
In this fable-style movie, Lars Lindstrom, a painfully shy 27-year-old man, lives in 
a frosty rural Wisconsin town. He works at a boring office job and attends weekly 
church services. His mother had died at his birth and Lars was chronically 
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traumatized growing up with his depressive, emotionally abusive father. Since his 
dad died recently, the family home has been occupied by his brother Gus and his 
pregnant sister-in-law Karin. She tries hard to invite Lars over for an occasional 
dinner to share their lives. But he recoils from human contact and sits in his cabin 
behind the big house, alone in the dark. 

 
Margo, an awkward but sincere and sweet-natured co-worker, is more interested 
than other colleagues to get to know Lars, who avoids her. But he shows interest 
when a male co-worker makes him aware of anatomically correct vinyl love dolls 
on the Internet. They can be ordered customized to specifications. Not much later, 
an enormous crate is delivered to Lars’ cabin.  

 
That evening, Lars knocks at Gus and Karin's door. "I have a visitor … this is 
Bianca," he says, proudly, introducing a life-size plastic woman in a wheelchair, 
"She's not from here." He looks very happy when he explains that Bianca is a shy, 
paraplegic missionary of Brazilian and Danish blood he met online. Because she is 
as religious as Lars is, she will have to sleep in the big house. 

 
Because Gus and Karin are very concerned, they arrange for Lars and Bianca to 
start seeing Dagmar, the town's family doctor, who has been trained in 
psychotherapy. She advises them to allow Lars to go along with his fantasy by 
saying, "There's nothing to gain, and much to lose, from telling a delusional patient 
that his mind's creation is not real. Bianca is in town for a reason, and everyone 
who cares about Lars is going to have to deal with that”. 

 
When she first arrived, Bianca looked like a typical sex toy, but a thorough 
makeover makes her look perfectly “local”. Lars has an explanation for everything, 
including why she does not talk or eat. She turns out to be the only kind of 
companion he can tolerate, not least because she cannot physically touch him. He 
shares his deepest thoughts and feelings with Bianca. Their conversations range 
from loving exchanges to intense arguments. She is as real as anyone in his life can 
possibly be, at this point of his psychological and social development.  

 
Gus, who is very much a guy's guy, is mortified because he is worried about what 
people will think about his family. But guilt makes him try to tolerate Bianca. 
Years ago, he had left the unpleasant family home and now suspects that Lars 
would be less damaged if he had stuck around. For Karin it is easier to accept 
Bianca because she believes that, for Lars, any change is progress. 
Organized by Karin and Dagmar, the people of their community demonstrate much 
support and start treating Bianca with the same courtesy that Lars does. They have 
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sadly watched Lars closing into himself and are moved by his attempt to break 
free. Only when he takes the doll to the local church, folks worry that Lars has 
crossed a line. But they decide not to judge him since some of them have their own 
idiosyncrasies. Some church members own inanimate objects of their own that 
they treasure. They reconsider their own lives and begin to value what really 
matters. They give Bianca jobs and involve her in social activities that 
conveniently give Lars time away from her. 

 
Once a week Dagmar pretends to "treat" Bianca who has to undergo "special tests." 
Simultaneously, the doctor treats Lars’ trauma in the next room. Among other 
things, he gradually learns to tolerate physical touch, which initially literally hurts 
him. 

 
After several weeks of treatment, Lars begins to notice Margo. Consequently, 
Bianca “gets sick and dies”. He is ready to shed his buxom psychological crutch. 
The doll has served her purpose by eliciting the healing support from his family, 
the community, and a therapist that he needed, as well as by providing him with 
“romantic training wheels”. Now Lars appears to overcome his delusion and 
eventually opens up to Margo. 
 
Positive Cinema Therapy: 

 
I had worked with my 53 year-old client Alex on his dysthymic disorder and on his 
chronic anxiety for several weeks. He was gay and regretted that he had only been 
in short term romantic relationships all his life. My client was a charming and kind 
man who had many friends and warm relationships with his colleagues at work.  

 
Alex told me in one of his sessions that he loved Lars and Real Girl, which he had 
seen in a movie theater. When I asked him what he loved about this film, he 
responded that he enjoyed the humor of the movie as well as the main character’s 
transformation. Upon further inquiry, my client revealed to me that he felt 
especially affected by the scenes, which showed how Lars was not able to connect 
romantically with a real person and those, which showed his reaction to physical 
touch.  

 
I asked Alex whether these scenes remind him of his own life. He wondered 
whether he might have a part in his psychological make-up that resembles the main 
character, his “Inner Lars”. This part is afraid of vulnerability, which he would feel 
if he opened up to dating somebody. Alex said, “I would have to go the extra mile 
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to visit clubs or respond to dating ads on Internet Web sites. Most people on these 
sites are looking for younger partners. I am too old and overweight.” 
 
We continued our dialog by using the metaphors that this movie had presented. 
Alex recognized that, as Lars hurt when he was physically touched, my client’s 
“Inner Lars” was afraid to get hurt by emotional touch. “Allowing myself to be 
touched could end up in feeling rejected or me having to reject someone,” he said. 
Both possibilities seemed equally scary. 
 
Further exploration revealed that Alex had been deeply traumatized by an alcoholic 
and abusive father and a highly conflictual divorce of his parents when he was a 
child. He loved his mom and hated his father after he had learned, at a young age, 
that his dad had an affair with a married woman in their hometown and conceived 
a child with her. Consequently, Alex developed doubts and fears about romantic 
relationships early in his life.  
 
Based on this new understanding of his history, I developed a treatment plan for 
my client’s trauma. Several EMDR sessions were successful. He was able to 
overcome much of his fear and started to think about dating again. The 
transformation that Alex had watched Lars go through in the movie provided him 
with hope, motivation, and strength that he needed throughout the emotionally 
demanding EMDR procedure.  
 
The engagement of the community in the movie inspired Alex to start volunteering 
at an organization that works defending and strengthening gay rights. Over time 
these activities helped him find meaning in his life, and feel even stronger as well 
as more fulfilled. Eventually his dysthymic disorder and his chronic anxiety 
disappeared completely. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions 
- What scene and/or character affected you most? 
- Does this remind you of an experience in your current life or your past? 
- Are you aware of a part inside yourself that could be called your “Inner (name 

of character)”?  
- Initiate dialog between “Inner (name of character)” and “True or Higher Self” 

and/or other parts. 
- Imagine how you would feel experiencing Dagmar’s and Karin’s leadership 

and citizenship.  
- How will your life look like when you develop the virtue of justice further? 
- Imagine yourself with this virtue. 
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- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your citizenship: I Using Strengths, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII 
ABCDE Disputation, XIX Letting Go of Grudges, or XXI Practicing Random 
Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
 
Citizenship 
 
Citizenship can include helping behavior, teamwork, organizational loyalty, 
organizational compliance, individual initiative, commitment to an organization as 
a whole, and self-development (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 2000). 
Mental health is intimately connected to the realization that every person is an 
integral part of the whole (Adler cited in Stein, 2008).  
 
Erin Brockovich 
 
Director: Steven Soderbergh 
Producers: Danny DeVito, Michael Shamberg, Stacey Sher 
Screenwriter: Susannah Grant 
Cast: Julia Roberts, Aaron Eckhart, Albert Finney, Marg Helgenberger 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 2000 
 
Sometimes, the world gets rough and you have to fight back. Based on a true story, 
divorced, single mother-of-three Erin will not take no for an answer when, 
desperate for a job, she insists her affable but ineffectual personal injury lawyer 
give her one. Erin’s unabashedly risqué clothes and rough language earns her the 
disdain of fellow employees, but she does not let that or her complete lack of 
formal legal experience and higher education stop her from launching a mammoth 
class action lawsuit against a seemingly omnipotent energy corporation that 
covered up a toxic waste spill and knowingly damaged the health of an entire town. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
Watch how Erin takes on individual initiative and social responsibility. She stands 
up for her convictions as a citizen, and takes on a leadership role despite all the 
obvious cards being stacked against her. 
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Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you think that you can stand up for what you believe as a citizen? 
- What would you expect to change in your life if you felt your fear of standing 

up for your convictions, accepted this fear and consequently followed through 
with what you believe in as a citizen?  

- As you perceive Erin as a role model, find the strength, courage, and 
determination inside yourself to stand up for what you believe and take on 
social responsibility. 

- What positive thoughts and feelings are you experiencing when you perceive 
yourself in this way? 

- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 
your citizenship: I Using Strengths, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII 
ABCDE Disputation, XIX Letting Go of Grudges, or XXI Practicing Random 
Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
Fairness 
 
Fairness can be observed when there is an absence of partiality, one-sidedness, 
bias, prejudice, discrimination, inequity, and bigotry (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
  
 
Changing Lanes 
 
Director: Roger Michell 
Producer: Scott Rudin 
Screenwriters: Chap Taylor, Michael Tolkin 
Cast: Samuel L Jackson, Ben Affleck, Toni Collette, Sydney Pollack, William 
Hurt, Amanda Peet 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 2002 
 
Two hotheads become locked in escalating rounds of retaliation when a morning 
rush hour fender-bender causes both to miss crucial court deadlines. As he is 
rushing off to court from the accident, attorney Gavin hands the other man his card 
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and says “Better luck next time!” then accidentally drops a signed form that means 
millions to his firm. A moment later, after Gavin refuses to give him a ride, the 
other driver in the accident, Doyle, a recovering alcoholic, finds the attorney’s 
form. When Gavin shows up at court without it, the judge gives him until the end 
of the day to produce it or his firm forfeits the money. 
 
Doyle, meanwhile, wants to convince his ex-wife not to move with his kids to 
Oregon. He hopes that by keeping his family nearby he might save his failing 
marriage. To accomplish that, he needs to prove to a divorce judge that he is 
solvent and stable, and plans to do so by showing him that the bank has approved 
his home loan. But because of a flat tire caused by the accident he shows up 20 
minutes late and finds the case has been decided without him. Blaming Gavin, he 
takes out his rage by taunting him with a page faxed from the form that he found. 
Gavin retaliates by getting a hacker friend to artificially ruin Doyle’s credit rating. 
A spiraling series of attacks and counter attacks eventually leads both men to see 
that their worst enemy is their own anger. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how two men hit an emotional bottom in this film when they believe that 
they are treated unfairly. They learn from their experience. By the end of the day, 
each man's own anger scares him more than the other person's. After reacting only 
to the actions of the other person in unconscious ways for a long time, both 
become aware of themselves, their own unfair behavior and the subsequent 
consequences. This enables both men to start taking responsibility for their actions, 
develop empathy and fairness for the other, and find inner peace again. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Are you angry right now because you think somebody was unfair? 
- Do Gavin or Doyle demonstrate something that you need to avoid and other 

behavior that you might want to adopt when you are angry? 
- Do you have inner resources that Gavin and Doyle don’t have? 
- What do you need to do to be fair and not let your feelings bias your decisions?  
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your sense of fairness: I Using Strengths, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, 
XII ABCDE Disputation, XIX Letting Go of Grudges, or XXI Practicing 
Random Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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Leadership 
 
“Leaders must know their own beliefs and values, be able to communicate 
effectively, and persuade others to accept these beliefs and values. … In positive 
psychology, leadership is defined as a function of behavior rather than a position” 
(Niemiec & Wedding, 2008, pp. 150, 151). 
 
 
Malcom X 
 
Director: Spike Lee 
Producer: Spike Lee 
Screenwriter: Alex Haley  
Cast: Denzel Washington, Angela Bassett, Albert Hall, Al Freeman Jr. 
Rated: PG-13  
Year of Release: 1992  

 
A controversial and charismatic black Muslim teacher, preacher, and activist, 
Malcom goes on a spiritual journey. He experiences adventures on the city's streets 
and in its dance halls with booze, drugs and easy women, falls under the influence 
of a street hustler, and becomes a numbers runner. For a while Malcom ends up in 
prison for petty burglary. This makes him reflect about his life, and he follows a 
Black Muslim leader to start his journey as a minister and activist for racial justice. 
After his pilgrimage to Mecca and more contemplation, he opens up to work with 
other civil rights leaders and even whites to create a better life for his people. 

 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- How did you feel when you observed Malcom finding his capacity to lead 

others?  
- How and where in your life can you adopt this capacity? 
- How would this make you feel?  
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your sense of fairness: I Using Strengths, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, 
XII ABCDE Disputation, XIX Letting Go of Grudges, or XXI Practicing 
Random Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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9. Temperance  
 
Temperance encompasses strengths that protect against excess: forgiveness and 
mercy, humility, prudence, and self-control. Negative behaviors are tempered, 
lessened or better managed. (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
Temperance is the virtue least portrayed in the cinema and is one of the more 
difficult to identify because it is the least glamorous virtue. “It runs in exact 
contrast to a consumer-driven, fast-paced culture that markets, promotes, and 
caters to speed, desire, and distraction. … Films that do depict temperate characters 
often portray characters that originally lacked self-control and who were resentful, 
careless or excessive in their behavior; during the course if the film, they learn to 
change these vices and become more temperate” (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008, p. 
159). 
 
The virtue temperance is demonstrated in the movie When Did You Last See Your 
Father? The main character develops forgiveness and mercy, humility, and self-
control. 

 
  
When Did You Last See Your Father? 

 
Director: Anand Tucker 
Producer: Stephen Woolley 
Screenwriters: Blake Morrison, Dave Nicholls  
Cast: Jim Broadbent, Colin Firth, Juliet Stevenson, Matthew Beard, Gina McKee, 
Carey Mulligan, Elaine Cassidy, Tilly Curtis, Sarah Lancashire, Justin McDonald  
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2007 

 
This movie is based on British author Blake Morrison's 1993 literary exploration of 
his relationship with his father. Arthur Morrison, Blake’s dad, was a jovial country 
physician in England. He was beloved by acquaintances and a mistress. At home 
Arthur was aggressive, bombastic, and pig headed.  

 
The movie first introduces Arthur, his wife Kim, and their two kids, Gillian and his 
older brother Blake, who is now a successful professional writer in his 40s with 
two children of his own. When Arthur is diagnosed with terminal cancer, he has 
only a few weeks left to live. Blake travels to Yorkshire to stay with his mother in 
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the small town where he grew up. He visits his father at the hospital where his dad 
had spent much time as a doctor. As Arthur’s condition worsens, Blake 
contemplates their shared experiences, their intimacies, and the irritations of their 
relationship.  

 
The narrative regularly shifts between the present, with the adult Blake confronting 
death, and the past, with the younger Blake confronting life. Blake and his father 
had been close during the early days of his life. They spent outings together, during 
which Arthur was boisterous and domineering. Still, his son was in awe of him. 
Five-year-old Blake's big, adoring eyes say it all. 

 
But when the boy became a teenager in the 1960s, he started to experience his 
relationship with his father as strained and uncomfortable. Arthur teased him 
frequently. Almost nothing worked between them, except when Arthur gave him 
the keys to the car and taught him his first driving lesson, and during a rare 
bonding experience in the Yorkshire Dales. The rest was unbearable for Blake. His 
father never seemed to notice this and kept laying it on. He routinely called his son 
“fathead” and blundered into his private life whenever it suited him. 

 
The movie takes us deep inside Blake’s thinking and emotions. He confronts his 
resentments as he looks back at Arthur’s oppressive parenting by reflecting on 
much emotional pain. During one night, when Arthur forced his 14-year-old son to 
camp outside in pouring rain, the river flooded their tent. At this occasion, Blake 
discovered that Arthur had a long-term mistress, "aunt" Beaty. This confused him 
and deepened his hatred.  

 
A couple of years later, father and son experienced a rivalry for the affection of the 
family's Scottish maid. What troubled Blake most was watching his mother putting 
up with her husband’s behavior and still suffering through. When Arthur 
frequently publicly humiliated his wife, Kim responded by smoking many 
cigarettes and retiring to her bedroom with a migraine. 

 
Although Blake ridiculed Arthur for never finishing a book, he just wished his dad 
would utter two words to him sometime: "well done." But Arthur was not able 
understand why his son did not want to pursue a lucrative profession as a doctor or 
a scientist. Instead, as a constant bookworm, Blake went off to the university to 
study English, following his dream to be a writer and a poet. 

 
When Arthur’s health deteriorates and he becomes a shell of himself, he is still 
saying hurtful things to his bewildered son who exercises self-control and humility. 
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Although Blake finally attempts to connect with his dad, they keep putting off real 
communication and are unable to set things straight. "Stupid really," Blake says to 
his wife Kathy over the phone from the house of his parents. "You spend your 
whole life trying to avoid talking to someone, and when you want to, it's too late." 

 
After his father's death, Blake questions the nature of their relationship, articulately 
expressing the contradictions, frustrations, love and loss bound into this 
complicated bond. He remembers how his dad was overcome and teared up 
sending his son to college. Blake starts seeing that Arthur was not a monster, but 
simply a needy, somewhat desperate man with a colorful and overbearing 
personality whose bullying ways and boorishness obscured his other qualities, 
making him careless and sometimes cruel. Compassionately he forgives his dad 
and comes to terms with his contradictory feelings, letting the love and the hurt 
pour out of him. After watching the harshness and intensity of Blake’s suffering, 
we witness his transcendence, acceptance, and joy.  
 
One of the central themes in the film is the question Blake asks himself: Can he 
remember the last time he saw his father in a whole way? The title refers to this 
question – figuratively and literally. 
 
Positive Cinema Therapy 

 
Valerie came to see me because she felt stressed and emotionally overwhelmed. 
She lived with her husband and her two rebellious teenage daughters. Recently her 
87-year-old father, Edwin, had moved into their house. He became too frail to live 
on his own after his wife had died. Valerie invited Edwin to live with them because 
she couldn’t “stand the idea of sending him to a nursing home”, although she was 
aware of the potential difficulties that can be associated with this kind of 
“sandwich” situation. 

 
During the first couple of months, things worked out well. Since they were small 
children, Valerie’s daughters had a good relationship with their grandfather. My 
client noticed with surprise that his presence helped shift the family dynamics in a 
positive way. Despite this positive development, Valerie had become increasingly 
irritable and emotionally stressed lately.  

 
When I inquired more into the cause of these symptoms, my client started to 
become aware of the resentment that she felt toward her dad. She remembered 
feeling deeply hurt about his impatience during her upbringing as a young child. 
“It’s really hard to be patient with him now, after he was so impatient with me 
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sometimes,” she said. “I have tried to talk to him about it, but he always gets 
defensive. I wish I could forgive him and let go of the past.”   

 
After spending a couple of sessions processing the negative childhood experiences 
with her dad, I asked Valerie to watch When Did You Last See Your Father? at 
home. At the beginning of our subsequent session, she told me, “after watching 
this movie, I really got it. Like Arthur before his death, my father is really a frail 
old man now and not the bigger-than-life authority figure any more that he was 
when I grew up. I want to do everything I can to heal my relationship with my 
father before he dies.” At the end of this session, I suggested to my client to 
practice the exercise Letting Go of Grudges with focus on her dad at home.  

 
Very soon, Valerie’s resentment subsided. Compassion and forgiveness for her dad 
started to arise. This allowed us to shift the focus of our work to exploring how she 
can start communicating with her dad more successfully to develop the closeness 
with him that she desired. 
 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- Would you like to develop the virtue of temperance like Blake did when his 

father died?  
- Imagine yourself with the mature or wise aspects of Blake’s personality.  
- Imagine how you would feel if you experienced Blake’s forgiveness and 

mercy, humility, and self control. 
- How will your life look like when you develop the virtue of temperance 

further? 
- Imagine yourself with this virtue. 
- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 

your virtue of temperance: II Three Good Things/Blessings, III 
Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit,  
V Active/Constructive Responding, VIII Satisficing, XV Feelings Fade, or XXI 
Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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Forgiveness and Mercy 
 
Forgiveness and mercy protects us from excesses of hatred. This strength supports 
a process of change that involves letting go of negative thoughts. People who 
forgive often develop empathy for a person they were previously angry at. They 
come to accept events that triggered anger. (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
 
The Story of Us 
 
Director: Rob Reiner 
Producers: Rob Reiner, Alan Zweibel, Jessie Nelson 
Screenwriters: Alan Zweibel, Jessie Nelson 
Cast: Bruce Willis, Michelle Pfeiffer, Julie Hagerty, Red Buttons, Rob Reiner, 
Paul Reiser, Betty White, Rita Wilson 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1999 

 
A man and woman meet, say their vows, have children, then slowly grow apart. 
Now comes the hard part: staving off a divorce. Rather than tell the kids, Katie and 
Ben send them off to summer camp, then begin a trial separation. Eventually they 
make attempts to start fresh, and experience flashbacks to their happier days. 
Eventually, with time apart, they learn how to forgive each other and repair their 
life together. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Watch how Katie and Ben struggle for a long time but eventually find a way to 
forgive each other and make their relationship work. Notice especially how they 
struggle with poor communication and differences in their temperaments. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- Do you believe that you cannot make your relationship work because you are 

too different from your partner or for other reasons? 
- Are your able to communicate better than Katie and Ben?  
- If not, how could you improve your communication? Communicating well 

helps you to “step into your partner’s shoes” and therefore understand and 
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empathize with him or her. Empathy helps to bridge many difference in your 
personalities. 

- Practice one or several of the following exercises:  
V Active/Constructive Responding, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking 
Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XVIII Letting Go of Grudges, IXX 
Fun and Philanthropy, and XX Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
A Walk On The Moon 
 
Director: Tony Goldwyn 
Producers: Jay Cohen, Tony Goldwyn, Lee Gottsegen, Dustin Hoffman, Neil 
Koenigsberg, Murray Schisgal 
Screenwriter: Pamela Gray 
Cast: Diane Lane, Viggo Mortensen, Liev Schreiber, Anna Paquin, Tovah 
Feldshuh 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1999 
 
Marty and Pearl got pregnant and married young. Now, it is 1969 and Pearl spends 
the summers at a cabin in the Catskills with her mother-in-law, daughter and son. 
Marty works as a TV repairman in New York and visits on weekends. Pearl feels 
caught in the passionless domesticity of their marriage and easily succumbs to the 
seduction of a handsome stranger. Her mother warns Marty, who confronts his 
wife with his own disappointments: due to their early marriage, he had to give up 
college for a life of TV repairs. He struggles with anger and disappointment at 
Pearl’s affair. Because he forgives her, they come back together. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how both are able to stay with their feelings and communicate well at the 
end of the movie, which allows Marty to forgive Pearl. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you believe that you could never forgive your partner/spouse if he/she 

cheated on you? 
- Are able to stay with your difficult emotions without acting out while you 

communicate with your partner like Marty and Pearl at the end of the film?  



 66 

- If not, how could you improve your communication? Communicating well 
helps you to “step into the other person’s shoes” and therefore understand and 
empathize with him or her. Empathy helps overcome anger and forgive 
mistakes. 

- Practice one or several of the following exercises:  
V Active/Constructive Responding, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking 
Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XVIII Letting Go of Grudges, IXX 
Fun and Philanthropy, and XX Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 

 
 
Courage Under Fire 
 
Director: Edward Zwick 
Producers: John Davis, Joseph M. Singer, David T. Friendly 
Screenwriter: Patrick Sheane Duncan 
Cast: Meg Ryan, Denzel Washington, Lou Diamond Phillips, Michael Moriarty, 
Matt Damon, Seth Gilliam, Bronson Pinchot, Scott Glenn 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1996 
 
Army Colonel Nathaniel Serling is racked by guilt over a Gulf War incident in 
which he directed a tank to destroy what later turned out to be another American 
tank. An investigation excused him, but his guilt is driving him to drink too much 
and to push away his wife and family. Meanwhile, he’s charged with investigating 
a proposed Medal of Honor award — the first to be given to a woman. But as he 
proceeds with his investigation into the battlefield conduct of the female helicopter 
Captain, he begins to suspect that the story has been fabricated, possibly for 
political purposes. Meanwhile, he comes under heavy pressure from the White 
House to ignore his doubts. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how Serling heals himself by forgiving himself after daring to face the truth 
about the Captain’s story and his own guilt. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you believe that you can forgive yourself?  
- How you would feel, if you were completely free of any guilt and had mercy 

with yourself? 
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- Practice one or several of the following exercises: II Three Good 
Things/Blessings, III Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation,  
XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, XVIII 
Don’t Believe Everything You Think!, XIX Letting Go of Grudges, XX Fun 
and Philanthropy, XXI Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
Humility 
 
Humility protects us from hubris and arrogance. People who are humble are 
psychologically grounded and “down to earth”. (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) This 
strength involves an accurate assessment of one’s abilities, the recognition of one’s 
limitations, keeping one’s accomplishments in perspective, openness to new ideas, 
an appreciation of all things, and forgetting of the self. Humility is not about a lack 
of self-focus or an underestimation of one’s worth. (Tangney, 2002)  
 
 
Bounce 
 
Director: Don Roos 
Producers: Michael Besman, Steve Golin 
Screenwriter: Don Roos 
Cast: Ben Affleck, Gwyneth Paltrow, Natasha Henstridge, Jennifer Grey, Tony 
Goldwyn, Joe Morton, David Paymer 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2000 
 
Ad-man Buddy thinks he’s doing Greg a favor by swapping tickets with him 
during a long weather delay at the airport. Greg needs to get home so he can be 
with his son; meanwhile, Buddy has a lovely and available woman to keep him 
occupied while waiting for the next flight. But Greg’s plane crashes, all aboard are 
killed, and Buddy’s agency is charged with smoothing over the airline’s public 
relations fiasco. In trying to make up for his guilt, he hunts down Greg’s wife and 
son and tries to help them, but fails to tell them who he is. Meanwhile, he falls in 
love with both of them. Torn between his love and his increasing guilt, he is 
working up the courage to tell them who he is when they find out on their own and 
send him packing. After succumbing to alcoholism, loosing his job and working 
through rehab, he begins life with a fresh outlook. 
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Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how Buddy’s guilt grows and threatens to ruin his life, but is finally 
overcome by his humility and willingness to heal. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you believe that you cannot let go of your guilt? (By using the word “guilt” 

here, I am referring to “feelings of guilt” that are not based on being guilty of a 
serious misbehavior. You may know the difference rationally, intuitively, or 
after you have heard at least one well meaning friend tell you: “You should not 
feel guilty about this.”) 

- Do you think Buddy misperceives himself as being guilty? 
- Do you remember a time in your life when you were able to let go of feelings 

of guilt?  
- Do you consider that you might have the capacity to release your guilt now? 
- Did humility help you? 
- Imagine feeling humility now. 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises to strengthen your humility: 

II Three Good Things/Blessings, 
 III Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit, VI Savoring,  
 VIII Satisficing, IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
 X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, 
 XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own   Happiness, or 
XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 

 
Thirteen Conversations About One Thing 

 
Director: Jill Sprecher 
Producers: Mario Cecchi Gori, Vittorio Cecchi Gori, Gaetano Daniele 
Screenwriters: Jill Sprecher, Karen Sprecher 
Cast: Matthew McConaughey, Alan Arkin, John Turturro, Clea DuVall, Amy 
Irving, Barbara Sukowa, Tia Texada  
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 2001 

 
Assistant District Attorney Troy is on a roll. He has just won a big case, and during 
the celebration, he spots a very sad insurance manager at the bar, Gene. Troy wants 
Gene to be happy — he wants everyone to be happy. Troy buys Gene drinks and 
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gets drunk in the process. Gene, on the other hand, thinks the world is unfair and 
wants retaliation, so he has decided to fire the happiest guy in his department. 
Troy’s happiness, however, is short-lived, as driving home drunk he hits a woman 
and, thinking he has killed her, flees the scene. His guilt consumes him, causing 
him to continually re-injure himself where he cut his forehead. In such fashion, the 
movie traces the lives of several characters in 13 vignettes, each of which 
illustrates how absurd life can be. Bad things happen to good people; good things 
happen to bad ones. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Watch how Troy struggles for a long time to achieve redemption for his crime and 
eventually succeeds while gaining humility. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- Do you believe that you will never be able to redeem yourself from a major 

mistake you have made? 
- If you can feel compassion for Troy’s inner struggle, do you consider that you 

might be able to direct your compassion toward yourself too? 
- Keep watching the movie with you in the role of the one who gains humility 

and who tries to redeem him/herself of a mistake in the past.  
- What are you going to do in order to succeed? 
- Practice one or more of the following exercises: IX One Door Closes, Another 

Door, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, 
XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think!, XIX Letting Go of Grudges, or  
XXI Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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Prudence 
 
Prudence protects us from excesses associated with unfettered hedonism. (Peterson 
& Seligman, 2004) “A prudent person uses reason rather than passion to guide his 
or her behavior, and displays good judgment in making decisions. Prudent people 
allocate resources wisely, weighing the risks of any action against the potential.” 
(Niemiec & Wedding, 2008, p. 179) 
   
 
 
The Horse Whisperer 
 
Director: Robert Redford 
Producers: Patrick Markey, Robert Redford 
Screenwriter: Eric Roth, Richard LaGravenese 
Cast: Robert Redford, Kristin Scott Thomas, Sam Neill, Dianne Wiest, Scarlett 
Johansson, Chris Cooper 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 1998 
Released on Video: 11/01/98 
 
A young girl, Grace, and her beloved prized horse are seriously injured in a bad 
accident that leaves them both psychically scarred. Believing that the best hope for 
healing her daughter is to heal the horse, the mother, Annie, travels to Montana 
with Grace and horse to seek the aid of master trainer, Tom. His technique 
involves almost mystical efforts to understand the horse and slowly gain its trust. 
Tom’s unorthodox ways not only heal horse and daughter, they also unearth 
Annie’s long-repressed pains and passions, forcing her to confront her own 
complicity in the creation of her lifeless marriage. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice the slow but steady, gradual healing process for the horse, daughter and 
mother because Tom demonstrates prudence in his treatment decisions. They do 
not give up and eventually go through a transformation. 
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Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you remember a time in your life when you were able to experience 

emotional healing like Annie and Grace?  
- Does Annie’s and Grace’s capacity to find healing for their emotional wounds 

through Tom’s prudence remind you of your own inner resources that might 
help you to achieve the same? 

- Practice one or several of the following exercises as you develop or increase 
your prudence: I Using Strengths, VIII Satisficing,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking 
Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII Don’t Believe Everything 
You Think!  

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
Self-control 
 
Self-control protects us against the consequences associated with an undisciplined 
life. This strength is an acquired skill that comes with maturation and training 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). It requires clear standards, monitored behavior, 
anticipation of obstacles, and a practice of building the strength in order to make 
desired changes (Bolt, 2004). 

 
My Left Foot: The Story of Christy Brown 
 
Director: Jim Sheridan 
Producer: Noel Pearson 
Screenwriters: Christy Brown, Shane Connaughton  
Cast: Daniel Day-Lewis, Brenda Fricker, Alison Whelan, Kirsten Sheridan 
Rated: R  
Year of Release: 1989 

 
In this true story, Christy Brown is physically disabled and has great difficulty 
speaking. Born with cerebral palsy into a large working-class Irish family, the only 
limb he can adequately control is his left foot. For the first ten years of his life he is 
mistakenly thought by most to be retarded. But with the support of his determined 
mother, he overcomes tremendous physical and social obstacles. Learning to use 
his foot to do what many cannot do with their hands, he gradually develops into a 
brilliant painter, poet and author. Christy creates a happy, lasting love relationship 
for himself despite his physical challenges. 
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Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Watch how Christy’s self-control allows him to learn amazing skills with his left 
foot.  

 
 

Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 

- Do you feel challenged by circumstances in your life? 
- Are you willing to face these challenges? 
- Does Christy’s capacity for self control and to create fulfilling life in spite of 

his immense challenges remind you of your own inner resources? 
- Practice one of the following exercises to further develop these strengths and 

capacities: I Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, III 
Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit, IX One Door Closes, Another Door 
Opens, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, or XII ABCDE Disputation. 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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10. Transcendence  
 
“Transcendence occurs when a person moves beyond the ordinary range of human 
experience and understanding” (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008, p. 192). This virtue 
consists of the following spiritual strengths of meaning: appreciation of beauty and 
excellence, gratitude, hope, and spirituality. These strengths help an individual 
make connections with the universe and provide a deeper sense of purpose. 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
 
Films that display the virtue transcendence provide avenues for meaning in life, 
empower viewers to enhance their awareness, create healthy life changes, deepen 
their commitment with others, or help connect them more deeply with “something 
greater”. (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008) 
 
The virtue transcendence is shown by the protagonist of the movie Under the 
Tuscan Sun. This character develops the strengths appreciation of beauty and 
excellence, gratitude, and hope. 
 
Under the Tuscan Sun 
 
Director: Audrey Wells 
Producers: Tom Sternberg, Audrey Wells 
Screenwriter: Audrey Wells 
Cast: Diane Lane, Raoul Bova, Sandra Oh, Lindsay Duncan, Dan Bucatinsky, 
Vincent Riotta 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 2003 
 
Frances Mayes is a San Francisco author and book critic who suffers intense 
emotional pain in the process of divorcing her husband. First, he cheated on her. 
Then, he played the legal system to get a big chunk of her money. Frances’ very 
convincing facial expressions and body language of despair pull the viewer into 
her internal emotional experience: we feel her hesitant anticipation when her newly 
pregnant lesbian best friend gives Frances a 10-day trip on a gay tour through the 
beautiful landscape of Tuscany. 
 
We sense Frances’ appreciation of beauty when she spontaneously buys a 300-
year-old house there. We share her fear and dread during a big thunderstorm and 
the many other challenges she confronts while remodeling her villa. Frances says 
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that she “is just getting tired of being afraid”. Rebuilding the mansion gives her 
hope as this process corresponds symbolically with the process of reassembling the 
fragmented pieces of Frances’ soul.  
 
As her inner healing progresses, Frances feels very grateful and falls in love with 
an Italian beau. She starts expressing a heart warming and extremely uplifting 
exuberance.  Coming home after having sex for the first time in years she bounces 
up and down, pumps her fists in the air and shouts, ”Yes! Yes! I still got it! I got it! 
I got it!” 
 
The messages this story conveys are hopeful. During the last two scenes of the 
film, Francis receives a surprising reward for having learned about gratitude and 
hope.  Her life becomes complete again. 

 
Positive Cinema Therapy 

 
Several times during my therapeutic work with Jennifer, I suggested certain 
movies to her. Watching these films inspired her and served her as a catalyst to 
bring awareness to previously unrecognized dimensions of her psyche.  She loved 
the results and started watching many motion pictures “with different eyes.”  She 
watched them, wondering how the character development or the story might apply 
to her and her life and how she could learn from their ways of approaching and 
overcoming challenges. I was amazed when my client told me that she even began 
to choose movies in a new way. Sometimes Jennifer picked a film because she felt 
intuitively that it might inspire her to find a solution to a problem she was 
struggling with. After reading some reviews, she felt drawn to the newly released 
Under the Tuscan Sun.  
 
Preceding this, for quite a while Jennifer had been struggling with the question of 
whether to stay in her marriage. She and her husband tied the knot shortly after 
high school. Now, 12 years later, she was not the same person any more. After one 
year of couples’ therapy with another therapist, they still fought very frequently 
and rarely ever had sex. Jennifer also became increasingly aware of a strong desire 
to have children. She felt nervous that her biological clock was ticking. Her 
husband was adamantly against having kids. When they first got married she had 
not considered this a problem. Now my client felt trapped. Although Jennifer 
deeply wished to be with a partner who shared her desire for a family before it was 
too late, she could not imagine starting over again on her own after having spent 
more than a third of her young life married to her husband. She understood that her 
fear of an uncertain future might cause her to stay in her marriage for the wrong 
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reasons. 
 
Because the movie plot shows a courageous woman rebuilding her life after a 
devastating loss, Jennifer found it to have positive therapeutic effects. The 
engrossing portrayal of the main character’s emotional roller coaster and the rich 
use of symbolic images in the film contributed to this effect.  
 
Jennifer understood the film’s messages intuitively. Our subsequent explorations in 
session helped her integrate her newfound wisdom on a more conscious level. 
Hope began to arise. She gained a new perspective of faith in the future, even if 
that future involves starting over. Jennifer believed now that there can be a new 
beginning after a phase of grief. She felt more inner strength and freedom, less 
constricted by fear. This opened her up for some homework exercises.  I suggested 
the exercise Autonomy and Individuality and II Three Good Things/Blessings, as 
well as a Gratitude Visit with her husband.  
 
Although Jennifer started to feel more gratitude about her marriage, she was not 
ready for a decision yet. But this process helped her enter the next stage in therapy 
where she now started to explore this question from a fearless perspective. First 
she decided to suggest to her husband a temporary separation in order to find more 
clarity about what is best for both of them. The discussion that unfolded 
subsequently helped them to get closer again. Because she felt complete with her 
exploration in the context of our work, we terminated therapy soon after that.  
 
A couple of years later I received the birth announcement of a baby girl from 
Jennifer and her husband. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
Before clients watch the movie: 
- Focus on France’s appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, and hope, 

as well as her courage and determination to rebuild her life after experiencing 
much despair. 

- Notice what helped her cope. 
 

After clients watched the movie: 
- What touched you most? 
- What resources inside and outside herself did Frances access to cope with her 

loss and to rebuild her life? 
- How can you apply this to yourself and to your own inner and outer resources? 
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- Imagine how you would feel if you allowed yourself to experience France’s 
appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, and hope.  

- How will your life look like when you develop the virtue of transcendence 
further? 

- Imagine yourself with this virtue. 
- How would it affect your sense of fulfillment? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises: I Using Strengths, II Three 

Good Things/Blessings,  
III Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit, V Active/Constructive Responding, 
VI Savoring, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, 
XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think!, or XIX Letting Go of Grudges.  

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence 
 
Transcendence strengths reveal some connection that goes beyond the 
interpersonal, one-to-one relationships. For appreciation of beauty and excellence, 
it is the connection to excellence. (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) “Appreciation of 
beauty is closely related to awe, wonder, admiration, amazement, and elevation. It 
becomes a strength when people discover the goodness, beauty and excellence 
around them, and this experience leaves them feeling the emotion of awe and 
wonder along with the urge to take action in a meaningful way.” (Niemiec & 
Wedding, 2008, p. 195) 
 
Il Postino - The Postman (in Italian) 
 
Director: Michael Radford 
Producers: Mario Cecchi Gori, Vittorio Cecchi Gori, Gaetano Daniele 
Screenwriters: Anna Pavignano, Michael Radford, Furio Scarpelli, Giacomo 
Scarpelli, Massimo Troisi 
Cast: Philippe Noiret, Massimo Troisi, Maria Grazia Cucinotta, Renato Scarpa, 
Linda Moretti, Sergio Solli, Carlo Di Maio, Nando Neri, Vincenzo Di Sauro, 
Orazio Stracuzzi, Alfredo Cozzolino, Mariano Rigillo 
MPAA Rating: PG 
Year of Release: 1995 
 
Mario’s undiscovered talents and passionate heart never had reason to show 
themselves. His life on a quiet Italian island has been simple, carved out for him as 
it was by his fisherman father. But when renowned poet Pablo Neruda is sentenced 
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to political exile there, Mario takes the job of delivering his daily fan mail and 
gradually becomes friends with the famous man. Neruda introduces Mario to 
poetry and helps him win the heart of a local beauty that had never given Mario a 
second thought. 
 
Viewing Suggestions: 
 
Notice the tenderness in the relationship between Mario and Neruda, as well as the 
authenticity that Mario displayed. Also, watch how Mario’s appreciation of beauty 
and excellence helps him discover his passion for poetry and how he and Pablo 
Neruda are true to their passions. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- What are your capacities that allow you to be tender and authentic in your 

relationships as Mario and Pablo are? 
- What are your capacities that allow you to apply determination to pursuing your 

passion as Mario and Pablo do? 
-     Imagine that you apply Mario’s and Pablo’s appreciation of beauty and 

excellence to pursuing your own passion. 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises: I Using Strengths, II Three 

Good Things/Blessings,  
III Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit, V Active/Constructive Responding, 
VI Savoring, X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, 
XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think!, or XIX Letting Go of Grudges.  

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
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Gratitude 
 
Gratitude contains the connection to goodness and the awareness and expression of 
thankfulness (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). This strength entails the capacity to 
experience a sense of appreciation, good will, and disposition to act (Fitzgerald, 
1988). The two stages of gratitude are acknowledgement of goodness in one’s life 
and recognition that the source of this goodness is outside oneself (Emmons, 
2007). 
 
It’s a Wonderful Life 
 
Director: Frank Capra 
Producer: Frank Capra 
Screenwriters: Philip Van Doren Stern, Frances Goodrich 
Cast: James Stewart, Donna Reed, Lionel Barrymore, Thomas Mitchell 
Rated: NR  
Year of Release: 1946 
 
Few people actually achieve the goals they set when they are young, and yet their 
lives turn out to have meaning, though it is sometimes difficult to see. Caught in a 
scandal brought about by the evil machinations of his nemesis, George wonders if 
his life of sacrifice and hard work has been worthwhile. Standing on a bridge, he 
considers suicide. But an angel intervenes and shows him how many lives in his 
town would have been impoverished without the subtle influence of his sterling 
character. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how George overcomes his belief that his life is worthless when an angel 
grants his wish that he was never born. He sees what his own life would be like 
without him and feels grateful. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- After watching this movie, imagine what life would be like without you and 

notice how your contribution would be missing. 
- How would people around you be negatively affected if you didn’t exist any 

more? 
- What are you grateful for in your live? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises: II Three Good 
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Things/Blessings, III Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit,  
V Active/Constructive Responding, VI Savoring, X Stopping Catastrophic 
Thoughts, XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think!, or XIX Letting Go of 
Grudges.  

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
 
Hope 
 
“Hope and optimism are overlapping concepts; however, a useful (but not 
universally accepted) distinction is that hope refers to emotion, while optimism 
refers to thinking and expectation” (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008, p. 213). Hope 
entails the connection to a dreamed-of future because people who have hopeful 
feelings and thoughts believe that they can find pathways. When they become 
motivated to use those pathways, their emotions and well-being are positively 
affected. (Snyder, Rand, & Sigmon, 2002) Hope allows clients to broaden their 
thought action repertoire, which then builds more coping resources (Frederickson, 
1998; Richman et al., 2005).  
 
Muriel’s Wedding 

 
Director: P.J. Hogan 
Producers: Lynda House, Jocelyn Moorhouse 
Screenwriter: P.J. Hogan 
Cast: Toni Collette, Rachel Griffiths, Sophie Lee, Rosalind Hammond, Belinda 
Jarrett, Pippa Grandison 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1995 

 
Life in Muriel’s small Australian town is dull. She hides away in her room 
obsessing over Abba music and fantasizing about her wedding day — which will 
never come because she has never had a date. But after daring to “borrow” some 
money, moving to the city, altering her name and re-inventing her life, she learns 
to value herself. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how Muriel starts gaining hope when she moves away from home.  
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 Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 

- How did Muriel first think negatively about herself and her future?  
- How was she able to gain hope and let go of her self-doubts?  
- Imagine yourself as Muriel when she let go of her negative beliefs and gained 

hope.  
- What distorted thoughts about yourself are dropping away and what positive 

outlook are you developing as you “become” her?  
- How does this feel?  
- Practice one or all of the following exercises: I Using Strengths, 

II Three Good Things/Blessings, III Obituary/Biography, 
 IV Gratitude Visit, VI Savoring, IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens, X 
Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV Feelings Fade, 
XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII Don’t Believe 
Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 

Ordinary People  
 

Director: Robert Redford 
Producer: Ronald L. Schwary 
Screenwriter: Alvin Sargent 
Cast: Donald Sutherland, Mary Tyler Moore, Judd Hirsch, Timothy Hutton, M. 
Emmet Walsh, Elizabeth McGovern, Dinah Manoff, Fredric Lehne, James Sikking 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1980 

 
Teenaged Conrad is plagued with guilt for having survived a boating accident that 
killed his older brother. Worse yet, his mother is seething with anger over the loss, 
which she conceals beneath a cold, placid exterior. She struggles to hide the fact 
that she feels the wrong son lived. Meanwhile, Conrad’s dad loves him and his 
mother, but is paralyzed by fear and is useless in intervening. Following a suicide 
attempt, with the help of a psychiatrist, Conrad begins the slow and painful process 
of healing. But his progress also forces his parents to face the unspoken feelings 
that divide them. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice how Conrad is struggling with his survivor guilt after his brother died in 
their boating accident. He finally overcomes his guilt and gains hope when he is 
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able to truly feel his grief and despair and to acknowledge that he might have been 
stronger than his brother. 

 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
 
- Do you believe that your life is hopeless?  
- Do you remember a time in your life when you were able overcome 

hopelessness like Conrad? 
- Imagine how you would feel if you allowed yourself to feel hopeful? 
- Practice one or all of the following exercises: I Using Strengths, 

II Three Good Things/Blessings, III Obituary/Biography, 
 IV Gratitude Visit, VI Savoring, IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens, X 
Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV Feelings Fade, 
XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII Don’t Believe 
Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 
The Other Sister 

 
Director: Garry Marshall 
Producers: Mario Iscovich, Alexandra Rose, Karen Stirgwolt 
Screenwriters: Garry Marshall, Bob Brunner 
Cast: Juliette Lewis, Diane Keaton, Tom Skerritt, Giovanni Ribisi 
MPAA Rating: PG-13 
Year of Release: 1999 

 
Clara is a mentally retarded woman of considerable spirit. Instead of succumbing 
to the well-meant, protective urgings of family and friends, she shrugs off their 
limited view of her potential and signs up for a vocational training class, where she 
meets and falls in love with a retarded man. They want to live a normal life 
together as a couple, but find that her family resists the idea, especially when it 
comes to sex. But rather than give in to the pressure, they hold fast to their dream. 
The film illustrates how tenacious determination to fight off prejudice sometimes 
can win the world over. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 
Notice how Carla accepts who she is, doesn’t give up hope, and focuses on 
creating the life she wants for herself instead of being concerned about what other 
people think about her. 
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Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- Do you sometimes experience hopelessness because you feel different from 

people around you?  
- Do you remember a – possibly exceptional - situation in which you liked being 

different or received positive feedback for it?  
- How would a more hopeful perspective serve you? 
- Practice one or all of the following exercises: I Using Strengths, 

II Three Good Things/Blessings, III Obituary/Biography, 
 IV Gratitude Visit, VI Savoring, IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens, X 
Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, XV Feelings Fade, 
XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or XVIII Don’t Believe 
Everything You Think! 

- How do you perceive yourself and your environment now? 
 

 
The Shawshank Redemption 

 
Director: Frank Darabont 
Producer: Niki Marvin 
Screenwriter: Frank Darabont 
Cast: Tim Robbins, Morgan Freeman, Bob Gunton, William Sadler, Clancy 
Brown, Gil Bellows 
MPAA Rating: R 
Year of Release: 1994 

 
A New England banker, Andy Dufresne, is convicted of murdering his wife and 
her lover and is sent to Shawshank State Prison where he meets "Red" Redding, a 
seasoned lifer and prison entrepreneur. Despite twenty years on the inside, the 
prison bars fail to contain their spirits. The pair forges an unlikely friendship, one 
that overcomes much pain and suffering. And despite the rigidity of the prison 
system, Andy uses his guile and intelligence to outwit it. 

 
Viewing Suggestion: 

 
Notice how Andy doesn’t lose hope and frees himself out of a seemingly hopeless 
situation with much patience, determination and endurance. 
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Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 

 
- Are you feeling stuck or hopeless in your life right now? 
- Does Andy demonstrate hope for you?  
- Imagine giving yourself permission to feel hopeful. 
- How would you feel? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises to strengthen your hope: I 

Using Strengths, II Three Good Things/Blessings, 
III Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit, VI Savoring,  
VIII Satisficing, IX One Door Closes, Another Door Opens,  
X Stopping Catastrophic Thoughts, XII ABCDE Disputation, 
XV Feelings Fade, XVI Taking Responsibility for Your Own Happiness, or 
XVIII Don’t Believe Everything You Think! 
 

 
Spirituality 
 
Spirituality refers to a connection with the divine (Niemiec & Wedding, 2008). 
Peterson and Seligman (2004) state, “It is the most human of the character 
strengths as well as the most sublime. We define the strength of spirituality and 
religiousness as having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and meaning of 
the universe and one’s place within it” (p. 533). Spirituality can entail a quest for 
existential meaning, for the best of what is human, or for the sacred (Pargament & 
Mahoney, 2002). 
 
 
Jonathan Livingston Seagull  
 
Director: Hall Bartlett 
Producer: Hall Bartlett  
Screenwriters: Richard D. Bach (book) and Hall Bartlett (screenwriter) 
Cast: Philip Ahn, Richard Crenna, James Franciscus, David Ladd,  
MPAA Rating: G 
Year of Release: 1973 
 
Jonathan, an irrepressible seagull, has to acknowledge that he is different from the 
rest of the flock. He decides to follow that instinct, which leads him to discover 
supernatural powers within himself that amaze his friends and set him apart from 
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the crowd. But he quickly learns that independence from social norms can carry a 
high price. His newfound powers excite fear and jealousy in the others. Eventually 
he is cast out of the flock. But trusting his inner voice, he learns that even his 
ostracism has its hidden blessings. Jonathan learns that being true to your inner 
spiritual nature leads one to a fuller understanding and love of others. 
 
Viewing Suggestion: 
 
Notice how Jonathan gains his own identity and a new perspective on life when he 
differentiates himself from his flock, follows his spiritual quest, listens to the voice 
of his Higher Self, and takes flight into the unknown. 
 
Guidelines for Questions and Interventions: 
- Do you remember following your own inner voice in the past?  
- Imagine being true to your inner spiritual nature like Jonathan in the movie. 
-     How could an increased awareness of your spiritual self impact your life? 
- Practice one or several of the following exercises to help develop your spiritual 

self: II Three Good Things/Blessings,  
III Obituary/Biography, IV Gratitude Visit, V Active/Constructive Responding, 
XIII Gaining or Increasing Happiness, XIX Letting Go of Grudges, or XXI 
Practicing Random Acts of Kindness. 
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