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The Common Threads art therapy programme was developed by Rachel Cohen Ph.D., 
a Clinical Psychologist, and was first piloted in Ecuador with survivors of gender based 
violence. 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 story cloths – or narrative textiles- to share and 
process traumatic experiences. The Common Threads program was implemented in 
Nepal in August 2014. The program was completed in October 2014, however in 
response to the needs of the participants, it was proposed to continue the Common 
Threads program for 6 months, meeting bimonthly. The plan to continue the group 
would allow participants to consolidate their learning, and prepare the participants to 
facilitate the group independently. The eventual aim of the Phase II program is to 
encourage the self-sustaining continuation of the Common Threads group – Phase III. 
This document describes Phase II of the Common Threads program.  
 
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 
 
It was decided by the facilitators in discussion with Dr. Cohen that the Phase II sessions 
should remain a ‘closed group’ and that participants should be drawn from the existing 
two groups which had participated in the Phase I Common Threads sessions. This was 
to enable participants to strengthen their existing relationships with each other and to 
build upon their previous learnings in the Phase I sessions. 
  
Following the completion of the final session of the Phase I Common Threads 
programme the facilitators informally asked the participants if they would be interested 
to continue the sessions to build upon and consolidate their knowledge and skills. The 
first group indicated a strong interest in attending Phase II and the second group did not 
indicate interest in attending further sessions. The offer to attend the Phase II sessions 
was also repeated when the participants attended post-test interviews following the 
completion of the Phase I sessions.  
 
Group Composition 
 
9 participants from the Phase I Group 1 agreed to attend the Phase II sessions and the 
first Phase II session was held on the 18th December 2014. 
The participants ranged in age from 24 to 43, with an average age of 33. 
   



 
Implementation of the Phase II project. 
 
Methodology 
 
The Phase II sessions were scheduled bimonthly for a period of 6 months. 
The workshops were designed to strengthen the relationships between the participants, 
consolidate their learning and skills and prepare the participants to lead the group as a 
self-sustaining group in Phase III. The women continued to build upon their knowledge 
of self-soothing techniques and psychoeducation and utilised sewing techniques to 
create a common textile. The participants were given the opportunity in each session to 
lead different activities and to share their knowledge. 
 
The schedule of activities and dates of the sessions can be found in Appendix 1. 
 
Key Activities of Common Threads 
 
Textile sharing 
In the initial sessions the participants were encouraged to share the stories of the 
narrative textiles that they had created in Phase I. The women were given the 
opportunity to share the stories of their textiles in a safe supportive space. Women were 
given the choice whether or not to discuss their textiles and not all the women shared 
their textiles. The participants who did share their textiles described it as being a 
positive experience and were able to reframe their stories. 
 
One participant reflected that even though she has had a lot of “bitter experiences” in 
Nepal and Pakistan, she has been able to reframe her experience and said that she 
feels positive that she has been able to survive and that she has accepted her situation 
and decided that “Whatever God gives me I should accept”. Another participant stated 
that even though she misses her home, she takes comfort that “The sky is the same 
[whether in Nepal or Pakistan], it gives us peace and safety”. 
The participant concluded that the message of her textile was that her wish is that if she 
had the power, she would like “to give the freedom for people to be any religion, Muslim, 
Christian, Hindu etc. and to create an environment where people respect each other 
and are open and friendly.” 
 
Another participant very openly shared the story of her textile as depicting the first time 
she experienced discrimination as a member of the Ahmadiyya Muslim community 
when at the age of 10, a classmate called her an atheist and slapped her in the face.. 
The participant recounted that at the time she felt that she experienced a lot of pain and 
injustice, however now she is able to recognise that though it was a “bitter experience” it 
led to many good achievements in her life. The participant explained that when she 
returned home and told her parents of the incident they told her they supported her and 
to ignore her classmates and to focus on her school work. The participant was at that 
even though she experienced ongoing discrimination as the only Ahmadiyya Muslim in 
her class. The participant was even able to finish school early, due to her academic 



success, she completed her School Leaving Certificate at 14 rather than 16 and 
graduated school and went on to become a teacher and then a Principal of a local 
school. 
 
Common textile creation 
In the Phase I sessions the women had created individual narrative textiles representing 
difficult events they had experienced. It was decided to strengthen the relationships 
between participants and to build upon their skills it would be productive to create a 
common textile.  
 
The women initially began the creation of the Common Textile by creating a border for 
the textile during Weeks 2-3. The completion of the common textile border – to 
metaphorically ‘contain’ their story. 
 
 
In Week 4 the women 
participated in an 
imagination exercise to 
help them think about 
what they would like to 
depict in the Common 
Textile. The women 
then discussed what 
they would like the 
textile to look like and 
collaboratively drew a 
draft sketch on a big 
piece of paper. The 
women decided to 
depict their flight from 
Pakistan, to Nepal, by 
boat. The women were 
already familiar with the 
textile creation process 
from their previous experience during Phase I of the program.  
During the Phase II sessions the women progressively developed a greater degree of 
ownership over the textile. The women began bringing special types of fabrics to add to 
the textile, including special fabric from Pakistan and also scraps of their favorite 
clothing. 
  
The women demonstrated a high level of cooperation and team work. They discussed 
among themselves, how to divide the work of doing different parts of the common 
textile. The women showed leadership in assigning different tasks, for example; women 
who were experienced in cutting fabric, led the cutting and women whose expertise was 
in embroidery led that section of the project.  



The Common Textile also provided opportunities for the women to share their culture 
and beliefs with the facilitators . For example; one of the women had cut a cloud out of 
red fabric and pinned it to the textile. The facilitators asked about the choice of the 
colour, red, for a cloud and the women stated that they had never seen a cloud like this 
in Nepal but they are often seen in Pakistan.  The women stated that in Pakistan, red 
clouds are seen in the sky, when a lot of people have been killed in religious conflict. 
 
Doll creation 
The women each 
created a doll 
representing 
themselves. The women 
took great care in 
creating these and 
brought scraps of fabric 
from home to create 
clothes for the dolls. 
In the Phase I sessions 
the participants had 
made similar dolls to be 
utilised in an 
assertiveness activity.  
 
In the Phase II sessions the dolls were made to be utilized in a sharing activity to help 
the participants share ‘secrets’ – “things that I cannot say”. The dolls were also created 
to form part of the common textile. 
 
Pocket creation 
In the last session the women created a pocket to attach to the back of their textile to 
hold the story of their textile. 
 
Self soothing techniques 
The participants had the opportunity to be taught and to teach each other different self 
soothing techniques. These included; yoga stretching, progressive muscle relaxation, 
breathing exercises, cooks hookup, back massage, body patting, energy transfer and 
the grounding exercise used was called In This Chair, from the book Trauma Healing by 
Nadine Hoover. 
The women found yoga stretching to be particularly helpful and the participants enjoyed 
sharing stretches they knew with each other. The participants also requested some 
reading materials to refer to so that they could continue to practice the stretches at 
home.  
 
Psycho education 
The women participated in psycho education sessions regarding ‘Love’ and ‘Loss’ to 
encourage the women to ventilate their feelings. The sessions began with prompts, 
such as asking the women to complete the sentence “Someone who loves me is…” The 



women also participated in a psycho education refresher session regarding self talk and 
identifying their own strengths. These discussions were useful in enabling the women to 
talk about difficult topics in an open way, which was something that the participants had 
found difficult in Phase I. 

 
 

Challenges 
 

Lateness 
A challenge for the facilitators was that some of the group members were sometimes 
late to attend the group. The reasons that participants were late were diverse, such as 
family responsibilities, public transport unreliability and other events outside their 
control. For example in Week 7 all the participants were 1 hour late for the session due 
to a protest blocking the street near TPO. This presented a challenge as in some 
sessions not all the activities were able to be completed. The facilitators normally 
deferred any activities which were unable to be completed, until the next session. 
 
Child attendance 
On average 1-2 children  attended  each session of the Phase II Group. The greatest 
number of children present in the group at one time was 4 and the lowest number was 
1.  
 
Many of the participants do not have anyone to assist them with childcare and so did 
not have any alternative but to bring their children to the session, particularly during 
school holidays.  The provision of childcare would be very helpful for these participants,  
to minimize interruption to the therapeutic process and give the participants the chance 
to focus completely on the Common Threads program and to ensure that all participants 
feel comfortable to share their thoughts openly. Many participants did not feel 
comfortable to share their thoughts and feelings when there were children present. 
Additionally the provision of child care would avoid unsafe situations where mothers feel 
compelled to leave their children home alone so that they can attend the group. The 
provision of childcare would also enable the provision of informal psychosocial support 
to the children as the children have experienced the same trauma as their parents and 
some of the children demonstrated anxious and clingy behavior, indicating they may 
benefit from some additional support. 
 
Extra attendees  
 
On occasion participants brought 
adult friends with them to the 
Common Threads group. Some 
of the participants had not 
understood that Phase II of the 
Common Threads group 
continued to be a closed group, 
with participants being drawn 



only from Phase II of the Common Threads group. The activities for the first session of 
Phase II of Common Threads were modified as the result of the additional participants 
being present, as it would not have been appropriate to discuss sensitive topics with the 
other women present. 
 
 
Earthquake 
 
On April 25th 2015 a magnitude 7.8 earthquake occurred in Nepal. Luckily none of the 
Common Threads participants were harmed in the natural disaster. 
As a result, the timeframe of the Common Threads group needed to be changed as 
TPO needed to prioritize their emergency mental health response to the situation. The 
Week 10 session date was rescheduled for the 16th of June.  
The earthquake presented multiple challenges to the facilitators, Firstly they needed to 
balance the workload of the Common Threads group with the many other new personal 
and professional responsibilities that they, had as a result of the earthquake. Secondly 
the delay in completing the program meant that the women would need to begin fasting 
for Ramadan before the completion of the session which would present challenges for 
them to attend the sessions. 
 
The participants appreciated the opportunity to meet and complete the Common 
Threads Phase II program when they met again on the 16th of June. During the sewing 
process the women shared their feelings and experiences regarding the April 25th 
earthquake with each other. The women reflected that they felt very lucky that the group 
members had not been harmed and that none of the refugees living in Kathmandu were 
injured. The women stated that their children are still frightened and will ask them, “Will 
there be an earthquake today? What will it be on the Richter scale?”.The children also 
felt worried about going to school, in case there was another earthquake while they are 
there. The women described that they reassure their children that if there is an 
earthquake, their teachers will look after them. 
 
Ramadan 
The Ramadan festival began on the 19th of June and so the participants were fasting 
during the day and it found it difficult to attend the Common Threads sessions. To 
accommodate this situation and to ensure the Common Threads sessions were 
completed, it was agreed after discussion, that the women would attend the next 
session on 25th of June and the final session, 4 or 5 days after that. 
 
Child Birth. 
On the 16th of June one of the participants was admitted to hospital for the caesarean 
birth of her baby and so was not able to attend the last three sessions of the Common 
Threads Phase II program. Additionally some of the other participants were not able to 
attend the group, at that time, as they had been staying in hospital with the participant  
to help care for her.  
 
 



 
 

 
Changes 

 
Behavioural changes 

One of the participants discussed changes that she had noticed in herself since last 
Ramadan, one year ago, prior to the Phase I Common Threads group beginning. 
She stated that last year and for the last several years she had been unable to fast 
for Ramadan, but this year, when community members said to her “There is no need 
for you to fast,” she replied “Of course I can do it.” The participant had previously 
suffered from psychosomatic fainting spells but now they have decreased and she is 
taking medication to manage them. The participant is now a lot more social and feels 
more confident, this is evident during the Common Threads group where she is able 
to participate more in the sewing activities, as she initially felt that she was not good 
at sewing and not able to contribute to the group. 
 

Expanded hours 
Facilitators raised the issue that due to participants arriving late, it is difficult to complete 
all the activities in the session time allowed. Participants agreed to meet for a longer 
time, from 11-2pm. This highlighted the increased sense of ownership of the Phase II 
group by the participants, in contrast to the Phase I group where participants had 
wanted to leave the sessions early. 
 
 
Flexibility of the group to respond to the needs of the group members 
One woman expressed that she had thought that the Phase II group would include more 
art work, rather than the strong focus on the common textile. The participant stated that 
she would like to do more art work. In response it was decided to adapt a planned 
discussion about grief and mourning, so the women could express themselves through 
drawing. The women drew a picture representing their grief and another representing 
their ways of mourning. 

 
 

 
Successes 

 
Attendance 
 
The level of attendance at the Phase II sessions was generally very high.The increased 
attendance for the Phase II sessions seemed to reflect the women feeling a stronger 
sense of ownership over the group. In the first Phase II workshop the women shared 
that they felt they needed to attend follow-up sessions to “continue [their] healing”. The 
women stated that when they were spending all their time at home again they “had the 
same difficult experiences”, but tried to “cope positively” with them. The women stated 
that they feel “very relaxed and happy to come [to the session]” and they feel very 



happy to meet together. One woman stated “sharing and caring helps us to forget our 
past memories.” 
 
Increasingly supportive behavior and reframing. 
The changes in the women were evident as the sessions progressed, the women 
became increasingly supportive of each other, they were focused on their work and they 
were increasingly taking a leadership role in the group sessions. In Week 7 during the 
break time they were discussing different recipes, such as for Nepali, Indian and 
Pakistani dishes. The women had all recently had their subsistence payments cut by 
25%, but the women were discussing ideas to make food differently and to try to make 
something special and tasty even with the insufficient food they can afford. This 
represents a significant shift in the behavior of the participants as in Phase I of the 
Common Threads program the participants would have been more likely to ruminate 
upon the difficulties of their situation, focusing attention on the symptoms of their 
distress, and on its causes and consequences, as opposed to its solutions. The 
attendees were aware of these changes in themselves too. 
 
The women shared that other Pakistani women who have not attended the Common 
Threads group are “jealous” and hope to attend the group the next time it is run. The 
participants stated that they have noticed that other community members “think 
negatively” but they have developed ways to think positively through the group. The 
women stated that they “think positively and act positively” and they are able to use 
these skills while they attend the group and also while they are alone. The women also 
stated that they “feel proud” of the Common Threads program. 
 
Increasingly positive attitudes 
In Phase I of the Common Threads program, following the In My Heart activity, one of 
the participants had shared that she felt her “heart was empty”. She shared that her son 
had asked her to give him good wishes for an exam at school but she felt so depleted 
that she didn’t feel that she “had anything to give”. Many of the other participants agreed 
that they felt similarly. In contrast to this, the participants in Phase II were increasingly 
able to focus on the positive aspects of their lives and celebrate achievements. 
 
In an opening ritual activity in Week 9 the participants were asked to share one good 
thing that had happened to them this week. Most of the participants were able to name 
something positive; two women shared that their children’s school hours have changed, 
from 9am-3pm to 7:30am-5pm, they both said that they feel “more freedom” and will 
have more time during the day “to be free to do what [they] want”. One participant 
stated that her son has been awarded a full scholarship at his school, which will last as 
long as they live in Nepal. The participant stated that she feels very happy and relieved 
as the scholarship includes things such as extracurricular activities and stationery so 
now the only expense to be paid is his daily lunch. This type of activity would not have 
been possible when the participants first began Phase I of the Common Threads group. 
There has been a big shift for the women as a group which has enabled them to notice 
and appreciate positive events in their lives 
 



Group dynamics 
The attendees of the Phase II group were drawn from Group 1 in the Phase I program. 
Group 1 had been very cohesive by the end of the Phase I Common Threads program. 
This was evidenced by the women saying in Week 10 that their group is the ‘Diamond 
group’ that it is “like a diamond necklace, if even one part [group member] is lost, it is 
not good.” This theme continued in Phase II and the women built upon and 
strengthened their relationships with each other. Significantly the women did not know 
each other well prior to the Phase I group and one participant had not met any of the 
other participants before. This participant was from a different religious group (Shia 
Muslim) in contrast to the other participants who were all Ahmadiyya Muslims. In the 
Phase I group religious differences, particularly in Group 2, caused significant 
difficulties, however religious differences did not present any problems in the Phase II 
group and the group was very cohesive and supportive. 
 
Increasing cooperation 
The women became increasingly supportive toward each other as they built stronger 
relationships with each other. In one session the women shared their knowledge about 
cheap places to buy fabric.  
One woman had discovered 
an early morning market 
where it is inexpensive to 
purchase fabric and she 
shared the details with the 
other participants. The 
women reflected that they 
each have different 
information regarding how to 
obtain goods cheaply and it 
is useful to share this 
information as they are 
currently under financial 
stress. 
 
. 
Increasingly strong 
relationships 
Over the 12 sessions of the 
Phase II Common Threads 
group the women have formed 
strong bonds with each other. 
This is evident, as after the 
session in Week 11 the 
participants decided to 
collectively visit the participant 
who has just given birth in 
hospital. The group has also 



decided that they would like to continue meeting together, after the completion of Phase 
II and they have decided they will continue to meet monthly. 
 
 
Final session: Exhibition and Participant review 
The women enjoyed the chance to exhibit their Common textile to UNHCR staff. The 
participants shared a ‘potluck’ lunch with each other and UNHCR staff.  
The women described the meaning of different elements of the Common Textile to the 
UNHCR staff.  
 
 
Meaning of the textile 
The participants described that the textile elements represented their journey to Nepal, 
after fleeing Pakistan. The blood red cloud on the right side of the textile represented 
the violence in Pakistan. The women described that when there is violence in Pakistan 
a red cloud appears in the sky and it can rain blood. The mountains and the white 
clouds represent the contrast of peace in Nepal.  
 
The people with 
guns to the right 
hand side of the 
textile represent 
terrorists who 
forced them to 
leave Pakistan. 
The boat in the 
centre of the 
textile shows 
the participants 
fleeing 
Pakistan. The 
left hand side of 
the textile 
depicts the 
participants 
living in Nepal. 
The dark sky 
represents the 
“darkness of 
[the participants 
situations] living 
in Nepal”. The 
stars represent 
that they “still 
have hope”. 
Below the dark 



sky all the participants are depicted as dolls, they are sitting in a circle around a “candle 
of hope”.  
On the left and right sides of the textile are two identical trees. The participants stated 
that the trees represent that good things have happened at the beginning and the end of 
their story. 
 
The people with guns to the right hand side of the textile represent terrorists who forced 
them to leave Pakistan. The boat in the centre of the textile shows the participants 
fleeing Pakistan. The left hand side of the textile depicts the participants living in Nepal. 
The dark sky represents the “darkness of [the participants situations] living in Nepal”. 
The stars represent that they “still have hope”. Below the dark sky all the participants 
are depicted as dolls, they are sitting in a circle around a “candle of hope”.  
On the left and right sides of the textile are two identical trees. The participants stated 
that the trees represent that good things have happened at the beginning and the end of 
their story. 
The participants also wrote a story to accompany the textile. See 
 
Appendix 3. 
Please see Appendix 4 for further photos of the common textile. 
 
The participants also wrote a story to accompany the textile. See Appendix 3. 
Please see Appendix 4 for further photos of the common textile. 
 
Handing over of textile 
The participants had decided to gift the Common Textile to the UNHCR representatives 
so that it could be hung on the wall there for all the refugees to see when they visit 
there. 

 

 
 

Evaluation 
In Session 12 the participants were asked to share their thoughts about the Phase II 
programme. 
 
One participant stated that in the first phase each participant had an individual textile 
but that in the second phase she enjoyed the chance to make a collective textile and 
participate in teamwork. She also stated that she would “like to thank TPO for 



creating/providing a supportive environment and the opportunity to ventilate our stress”. 
She also stated “Most Pakistani women know how to sew. The process of doing this 
though - the psychological process was a good opportunity to heal our stress”. 
Another participant stated “I want to thank TPO a lot. I am going to miss the TPO 
colleagues and other friends. It was a very special time.” 
Another participant noted “When I was in the home I had a lot of negative thoughts. 
Doing this textile work I enjoyed it and released my stress – I didn’t have time to think 
anymore. This has been a good opportunity for me. My friends encouraged me to 
come”.  
  
 
Learning and Recommendations 
 
Phase II model 
The addition of the Phase II component to the Common Threads programme was very 

valuable. Following the Phase I sessions the group had not developed sufficient 

cohesion, skills and independence to become a sustainable peer-led support group. 

The women also recognized the value of the additional follow up sessions, “to continue 

[their] healing”.  The Phase II sessions were a transitional phase which enabled the 

group to continue to build upon the skills that they had learnt and to continue to work 

with the textile medium to resolve their trauma. The Phase II sessions has helped the 

participants to solidify the gains that they had made in Phase I and meant that the 

program can now continue in a peer-led format.  

Childcare 
The provision of childcare would be helpful for the Common Threads group in the future, 
to enable the participants to concentrate fully on the program. 
 
Flexibility 
The disruption caused to the Phase II Common Threads program by the April 25 
earthquake meant that not all the intended material was able to be discussed, such as 
additional psycho education topics. The majority of the planned activities were still able 
to be completed however and the main goals of the Phase II sessions, the completion of 
the Common Textile and the preparation of the group and group members to lead the 
group themselves, in future were accomplished. The importance of flexibility in the 
delivery of the Common Threads group is clear and the hard work of the facilitators in 
flexibly responding to the needs of the group and the participants should be 
acknowledged. 
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