
 
A recovery programme for survivors of gender based violence 

Final report – Kathmandu 
 
The Common Threads art therapy programme was developed by Rachel Cohen (PhD) 
a Clinical Psychologist and was first piloted in Lago Agrio, Ecuador with survivors of 
gender based violence and Colombian refugees living in a nearby settlement. The 
programme utilised art therapy techniques, psycho-education, peer support, and 
psychosocial skill building to work with women in small groups. The participants 
designed and sewed storyboards – narrative textiles- to share and process traumatic 
experiences. The programme has since been used in many countries around the world. 
This document describes the implementation of the Common Threads art therapy 
programme in Nepal, working with Pakistani refugees. 
 
Introduction 
 
In 2014 due to the partnership between TPO Nepal and UNHCR, TPO Nepal was 
offered the opportunity to lead the Common Threads pilot programme in Nepal. The 
focus of the pilot was to engage with Pakistani women who are refugees living in Nepal 
as this group has been historically difficult to engage. Rachel Cohen visited Nepal in 
April 2014  to train facilitators in the techniques and strategies of Common Threads.  
 
Programme design 
 
Participants 
 
The participants were initially recruited by UNHCR and a number of avenues were 
utilised to disseminate information about the Common Threads project and to 
encourage refugee women from Pakistan to enrol. The group was advertised in the 
following ways; 

• A presentation at a women’s group  meeting   

• Distribution of flyers in KCC, TPO, and the Nawas centre. Please see Attachment 1. 

• A meeting was held with Pakistani men including the leader of the Nawas centre to 
mobilise men to encourage their female relatives to participate in the programme.   

• A meeting was held with female leaders in the Pakistani community and they were 
also asked to promote the group to other refugee women. 

• Information was also provided by UNHCR staff, through household assessment   
meetings and the programme was also promoted to newly-recognised 
refugee women.  

  
 
The details of prospective participants were collected by KCC and a list was provided to 
TPO Nepal to be contacted to ascertain their level of interest in attending the proposed 
Common Threads 12 week programme.  



Interested participants were then interviewed form 5-8th August 2014. It was necessary 
to schedule additional days to interview the women as not all the prospective 
participants were able to attend TPO on those days. The purpose of these initial 
interviews was to screen the prospective participants, as to ensure the Common 
Threads programme was appropriate for them and that they were not in acute crisis, not 
psychotic, and willing to commit to the 12 sessions of the programme. The participants 
were also interviewed regarding their trauma backgrounds to ascertain their histories as 
most had not had prior contact with TPO Nepal.  
 
 
Group Composition 
 
The participants were split into 2 groups; the first group comprised 10 participants, and 
the second group, 11 participants. 2 interviewees declined to attend the Common 
Threads group. One participant was not able to join the Common Threads group from 
the first week but joined from Week 2. The participants in Group 1 ranged in age from 
24 to 43, Group 2 ranged in age from 18 to 47. 
 
Implementation of the project. 
 
Methodology 
 
The two groups of participants met weekly, for 4 hour workshops for a duration of 12 
weeks. The workshops comprised art therapy, learning sewing techniques and 
psychoeducation regarding relevant topics; such as loss and grief, self blame and guilt, 
sleep hygiene and self care. The women learnt specific techniques to assist them to 
manage their distress, such as relaxation techniques and grounding exercises as well 
as culturally specific techniques contributed by the facilitators. The schedule of activities 
and dates of the sessions can be found in Attachment 2 and Attachment 3. 
 
Key Activities of Common Threads 
 
Story cloth creation 
 
The women created story textiles representing difficult events they had experienced. 
The creation of these detailed textiles required support and preparation by the 
facilitators. The early sessions of the Common Threads programme introduced the idea 
of story cloths and the participants were shown examples of these through a 
PowerPoint presentation. The women were also shown an example created by one the 
facilitators. The women were slowly equipped for the task ahead by first being taught 
basic sewing stitches and techniques and engaging in drawing exercises. The 
facilitators also led psycho education sessions, normalising the women’s symptoms of 
trauma and instructing them in practical symptom-reduction exercises, such as 
grounding exercises and relaxation techniques. 
 



Participants initially created the borders of their textiles. This was to literally and 
metaphorically create boundaries for the difficult and painful memories that would be 
explored. To assist the women to build the skills to manage the recollection of these 
memories, they were instructed in relaxation techniques, ‘safe place’ imagery, 
grounding and practical coping and self care skills. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Doll Creation 
 The participants made small 
dolls which they utilised in an 
assertiveness activity where the 
women role-played the dolls 
saying ‘no’, in situations where 



the women themselves are unable to say ‘no’. One woman described that due to 
cultural expectations she must regularly visit her in-laws who disrespect her and her 
husband, she role-played her doll saying ‘no’ to visiting these relatives. Each week, as 
the workshops progressed, the participants, particularly those in Group 1 became a 
much more cohesive group and were able to speak more openly about their emotions.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Textile Creation 
 
Once the women had completed the 
borders of their textiles, the facilitators 



led the participants in a relaxation exercise to assist them to think about what they 
would like to depict in their textiles. The women were given several statements to 
encourage them to reflect, these were;  
-‘this is a moment I will never forget’,  
-‘this is what the cloth is trying to say’,  
-‘this is something I can not say’,  
-‘this is what I need you to know,’ and  
-‘this is what I hope for the future. ’ 
The women were encouraged to think about a particular moment and then draw that on 
paper. The next step was then for the women to cut out pieces of fabric and pin them to 
their textile to create the scene they wished to depict. The e women used sewing 
techniques, as instructed by the textile expert to create their storyboards.  
 
Pocket creation 
The women were also encouraged to sew a pocket to the back of their textile and in a 
further exercise the women wrote a ‘secret’ on paper to place inside, which described 
‘something I can not say’. The creativity of the pockets created by the women was 
amazing to see, with detailed stitching and decoration.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Story cloth completion 
 
The women stitched their story cloths, in small groups. They laughed and chatted, 
shared recipes and cared for each other’s children. The women supported each other in 
the creation of their textiles, emotionally and also practically, assisting each other with 
stitching techniques. It was decided that there would be an exhibition of the finished 
textiles toward the end of the Common Threads programme so that the participants 
could celebrate their accomplishments and present their work to Rachel Cohen, TPO 
staff, UNHCR staff and their fellow group members.
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Final session: Exhibition and Participant and facilitator review 
The women enjoyed the chance to present their textiles to Rachel Cohen, TPO staff, 
UNHCR staff and each other. Rachel opened the exhibition by unveiling the textiles on 
the two occasions with the two different groups. 
 
 
 
 

 

 



Facilitator and Participant review 

These reviews were conducted separately with the participants and facilitators and 
include the feedback of Rachel Cohen. All the feedback was combined for the purposes 
of this report. 
 
Challenges 
 
Participant attendance and lateness 
General attendance  
 
The average number of participants who attended Group 1 and 2 respectively was 8.3 
and 8.2, creating a combined average of 8.25 participants per session. The greatest 
number of participants present at a session was 11 and the lowest was 5. The variable 
level of participant attendance presented difficulties for both Group 1 and 2 as many 
participants missed important sessions of the Common Threads programme. This 
meant that some participants were not able to get the full benefit of the Common 
Threads programme and that it was difficult for the women to complete their textiles in 
the time allocated. Additionally most of the participants were regularly late to the 
Common Threads workshops, which meant that the workshops began 30 minutes - 1 
hour late every week.  This presented a challenge to facilitators for the time 
management of the workshop. The facilitators were required to present all the activities 
in a much shorter timeframe, which was not always possible. 
 
Child attendance 
On average 2.67 children and 2.5 children attended Group 1 and 2 respectively each 
week, creating a combined average of 2.6 children at each session. The greatest 
number of children present in a group at one time was 5 and the lowest number was 1. 
Many children consistently attended the group, though these numbers reduced once the 
women were informed by UNHCR that they were not to bring children to the group. It 
would be preferable that in future child care be provided or women who have young 
children and do not have someone to assist them with childcare will simply not be able 
to attend the group. This would need 
to be investigated at the interview 
stage. 
 
 The provision of childcare would be 
strongly preferred to enable 
participants to attend the group and to 
avoid unsafe situations. For example; 
one woman, a mother of four attended 
the group with her 4 year old child, 
however she also had an 8 year, 6 
year old and 1 year old alone at 
home, as there was no one else to 
care for them. Additionally the provision of childcare would minimize interruption to the 
therapeutic process, many women did not feel comfortable to share their thoughts and 



feelings with children present and it was not appropriate for children to hear the content 
of the Common Threads sessions. The provision of child care to look after the children 
could also give the opportunity to provide informal therapeutic support to the children as 
the facilitators had noticed that some of the children appeared to be anxious or clingy 
toward their mothers. 
 
Group dynamics 
Group 1 was very cohesive by the end of the Common Threads programme. This was 
evidenced by the women saying in Week 10 that their group is the ‘Diamond group’ and 
that they do not want to lose even one member of the group. Another stated that their 
group is “like a diamond necklace, if even one part is lost, it is not good.”  
 
The character of the second group was quite different from the first, reflecting the 
compositional difference of the group, being comprised of participants from different 
religious groups and also with pre-existing antagonistic relationships. The overall group 
atmosphere was often resistant. Methods of conflict management and alternatives were 
discussed. Facilitators had intervened to stop interpersonal conflict as required.  
  
Speaking Urdu 
It was a challenge for the facilitators to run the Common Threads sessions speaking 
Urdu as it was their third or fourth language. It was sometimes challenging for the 
facilitators to communicate with the participants and to be clearly understood. On one 
occasion a group member became very upset when the facilitators accidentally used 
Hindi words, rather than Urdu words. This was in relation to the conflict between India 
and Pakistan. Facilitators were simply unaware that they were using Hindi words, rather 
than Urdu words, as they have not had formal training in Hindi or Urdu. 
 
Religious issues 
The participants in both Group 1 and 2 were strongly religious. The religious belief 
systems meant that some conversations were limited due to topics being considered 
taboo. For example; in Week 5, in Group 2 the facilitators led a discussion regarding 
assertiveness and obstacles to saying ‘no’, this sparked a long discussion regarding 
religious differences. One woman stated that it is not permitted in her religion for women 
to ‘say no’ in any circumstances and that even when a woman has her menstrual period 
she is not allowed to refuse sexual relations with her husband. Other Islamic women in 
the group articulated that they felt this belief was not correct. Additionally in Week 7, in 
Group 1, in response to the self-care and suicide psycho education presentation, the 
women discussed that in their religion it is not permitted to even think about suicide and 
therefore the participants stated that this issue is not applicable to them. The ‘taboo’ 
nature of these topics meant that women were reluctant to discuss them, for fear of 
appearing ‘immoral’. 
  
Confidentiality 
In the last session, several of the participants in Group 2 disclosed that they had not felt 
comfortable to share their stories as they feared that some group participants would not 
keep the confidentiality of the group. As these concerns had not been raised earlier with 



the facilitators it had not been possible to confront this issue prior to the end of the 
group. In the initial sessions of Common Threads, the establishment of rules regarding 
the group were discussed. These were: 
“Safety Issues  

1. Affirm myself and others – no putdowns 
2. Sharing space – no interruptions 
3. Volunteer myself only- speak from “I” 
4. Respect cultural sensitivities 
5. Stories stay here – confidentiality 
6. Right to pass (if not comfortable to share)” 

The Safety Issues were pre-decided by facilitators and the women agreed to abide by 
these rules and they were displayed on a poster on the wall, during each session. In 
future it may be helpful  for facilitators to think creatively about ways to establish a ‘safe 
place’ and to ensure that the women feel ‘ownership’ of this concept. One idea may be 
to establish a ‘feedback box’ where women could put written feedback regarding issues 
that they do not feel confident to speak directly about, with the group or facilitators.  
 
Human Resources issues 
Therapeutically it is important that if participants of Common Threads require individual 
support, that they can receive counselling support from a counselor who is not a 
facilitator of the group. This is so that group dynamics are not disrupted by the ‘special’ 
relationship which would be formed with the facilitator, which the other participants do 
not have.  There are not enough counselors at TPO to meet the demand for individual 
work from the participants of Common Threads, so some of the facilitators were 
required to provide this support. Additionally all the facilitators of Common Threads had 
other competing work responsibilities which meant that they had a high work load during 
the Common Threads programme delivery. 
 
Budget issues 
The budget for the programme was quite difficult to manage, to cover the cost of food 
for the participants and also for Palina, the textile experts’ wages. 
 
 
Successes  
 
Games and Flexibility 
The importance of flexibility was 
identified as a positive element to the 
programme, as the women enjoyed the 
opportunity to play games, in order to 
have some respite from the difficult 
issues and memories which were being 
discussed and processed. The 
facilitators did not rigidly follow the 
structure of the Common Threads 
programme but were responsive to the 



participants needs for additional energiser activities or culturally specific exercises, e.g.: 
on Pakistan’s Independence Day the women enjoyed the opportunity to sing the 
Pakistani National Anthem. 
 
The women consistently enjoyed the warm up games and identified that they thought 
Common Threads was a ‘balanced programme’. Several participants stated that some 
activities were upsetting but then these were followed by other activities to bring their 
feelings back into “balance.” Many women stated that they enjoyed the ‘playing’ aspects 
of the group, especially playing with dolls. One woman stated that “At home I remember 
the activities we have done and laugh at the memory.” Another stated “At home we 
have so many responsibilities, as mother, wife and in-law. In the sessions we feel like a 
child- you can do whatever you want – draw or laugh”.  

 
 

Engagement in therapeutic process 
The women in Group 1 were very supportive of each other and also engaged strongly in 
the therapeutic process. This was evident in Week 9 when Group 1 participated in the 
‘Name game’, which involved discussing the meaning of each participant’s name. One 
woman became very upset and stated that her name has a negative meaning. The 
other women, without guidance from the facilitators offered alternative meanings for her 
name and assisted her to reframe her beliefs, encouraging the woman to “think from 
today of [her] name as having a positive meaning.” In another example, in Week 10 one 
woman was discussing with another participant, how she should decorate her 
storyboard but another stated that “It is not necessary to decorate [our storyboards] they 
show a hidden story, so stay focused on the story [aspect]”.  
 
Behavioural changes 
 
In Week 5, after several weeks of attending the Common Threads programme many 
participants began to notice behavioural changes in themselves. They noticed that they 
felt calmer, more relaxed and less aggressive. 
 
One woman had been suffering fainting attacks 2-3 times per day. The cause of these 
attacks was not physical, but psychosomatic. In Week 9 she disclosed that since 
attending the Common Threads group, her fainting attacks had reduced to the point 
where they hardly ever occur. This same woman was at first reluctant to participate in 
the sewing activities and asked assistance from her friends in completing them, stating 
that her eye sight was not good enough to do the sewing activities, though she wore 
glasses. The sewing expert Palina provided this participant with some one-on-one 
support to build her confidence in her sewing skills and the facilitators noticed that she 
began to sew more independently and became very focused on her work. 
 
 



Support provided to facilitators 
As the founder of the Common 
Threads programme Rachel had 
provided supervision support and 
advice throughout the duration of 
the Common Threads project. In 
October 2014 as the Kathmandu 
Common Threads programme was 
nearing completion Rachel Cohen 
visited from Geneva to see the 
running of the programme and to 
provide support and review to the 
facilitators. Rachel attended the 
last sessions of the Common 
Threads programme for Group 1 
and 2 and assisted to open the exhibition on both occasions. Rachel also met with the 
facilitators to provide support and review of the programme.  
 
 
Learnings and Recommmendations 
 

• In a group situation where there is animosity between group members it is 
recommended to use small group discussion, and partner work. This would mean 
that group members are not given a forum to air their hostilities and are required 
to focuson the programme tasks. 

 

• A future suggestion is to ‘close’ the group after the first session and not allow any 
new participants to join the group. This may avoid disruptions to the group 
process. 

• At the interview stage emphasise the importance of mandatory attendance and 
punctuality as a requirement of attendance. This would assist participants to 
ensure they achieve the maximum benefit of the programme and facilitators to 
ensure the smooth running of the programme and the completion of all tasks. 

 

• The Common Threads programme would benefit from additional investment in 
human resources, both to allow TPO staff to focus their energy and time on the 
Common Threads programme and also to allow additional training as required, 
for example in the Urdu language. 

 

• Provision of childcare for the participants would be highly beneficial to allow the 
women to focus on the Common Threads programme and be sure that their 
children are safe. 

 

• An additional method of receiving feedback from participants such as a 
‘Feedback box’ would be helpful to ensure participants are able to share their 
thoughts with the facilitators, if they do not feel comfortable to do so directly. 



 

• Careful pre-screening for pre-existing mental health conditions would provide 
useful information for the facilitators. 

 

• Ensure that participants are clear that there is no pressure to recall traumatic 
memories and that they are clear about the Common Threads process to resolve 
trauma. This process does not involve merely ‘ventilating’, as a goal of the 
process, but rather, continued work to reframe and find different ways to think 
about experiences. 

 

• More frequent communication with the consultant Rachel for supervision, and 
support through Skype and emails would be useful. 

 

• Follow up work will continue with women identified to be at risk. They will be 
monitored and if necessary referred for appropriate additional support. 

 
 

Next steps 

Extension of the Common Threads programme – Phase II. 

At the request of the group participants and on the recommendation and observations of 

facilitators, it is proposed that the Common Threads programme continue, meeting at 

least twice a month for 6 months. Phase II will be a transitional phase for the groups 

with the ultimate goal of the groups becoming self-sustaining. Phase II will aim to assist 

participants to practice and consolidate the skills they have learnt, continue symptom 

reduction strategies and continue to work with their textiles to resolve their trauma. 

It is planned that during this phase the participants will be trained in facilitating the group 

and each participant will have the opportunity to lead the group. The objective is that 

after 6 months of training and preparation, the group will become a sustainable peer-led 

support group – Phase III. 

A detailed proposal for Phase II will be developed and designed in collaboration with 

TPO and UNHCR. 

 

Conclusion 

The Common Threads programme, though not without challenges, was very valuable 

for the Pakistani urban refugee women who attended the programme in Kathmandu. 

The women had the opportunity to express themselves in a safe space, without fear or 

judgment, which had not been possible for them before and this allowed them to reveal 



feelings they had kept hidden. The participants also had the chance to learn positive 

coping strategies to manage their emotions. Women expressed that there had been 

positive changes in their behavior, as a result of what they had learn through Common 

Threads, regarding stress and anger management. One woman described that she now 

does stretching exercises learnt in Common Threads every morning and “feel[s] much 

more relaxed”. Other women stated that they had been able to use the strategies they 

had learnt to avoid physically disciplining their children.  

Importantly the women were able to become friends and bond with each other which 

was very powerful.  The women in Group 1 built strong trusting relationships with each 

other, which was illustrated when they decided to name their group the ‘Diamond group’ 

and stated their group is “like a diamond necklace, if even one part is lost, it is not 

good.”  

The Common Threads program was a useful learning experience for the facilitators; 

their expertise will be invaluable to build upon the success of the programme, in future 

groups with Pakistani women and other refugee and Nepalese populations.  
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