
Common Threads Project began in Nepal in 
2014 collaborating with local partner TPO Nepal 
to assist  refugee women who had survived 
gender based violence trauma, and 
displacement. The program has served refugee 
women from Pakistan and Afghanistan in 
Kathmandu, and Bhutanese refugee women in 
Damak.   As our partner has adapted 
CTP for culture and context and has integrated 
the project into its work, they have designated  
“Sajha Dhago” (Nepali for Common Threads) as 
it’s official name.
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In 2015, when the earthquakes devestated 
Nepal, nearly 9,000 people died, 3.5 million 
people lost their homes, and countless numbers 
lost their livelihoods and communities. More than 
two years later, psychosocial support is still 
urgently needed for trauma recovery. In 2016, 
TPO’s Nepali psychologists initiated a pilot 
project to support earthquake survivors with a 
Common Threads circle in Sankhu, one of the 
towns hardest hit by the disaster. Following a 
successful outcome in Sankhu, TPO Nepal and 
the Nepali Ministry of Health recognized the 
effectiveness and appeal of Common Threads 
for this population and proposed an expansion of 
the program into 7 of the earthquake-affected 
districts.  UNICEF issued a small grant to TPO 
Nepal to begin this process.
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In December 2017, we held our 10 day intensive training for 15 mental health 
practitioners from TPO Nepal and the Ministry of Health so that they could become 
facilitators for this project.  A sign that CTP has taken root in Nepal is that for the first 
time,  local staff joined our leadership team as trainers of the facilitators and co-led the 
course for clinicians with CTP founder Rachel Cohen. TPO psychologists Jamuna 
Shrestha and Indira Pradhan have been leading CTP circles since 2014 and have now 
gained sufficient expertise to co-lead the training, to manage the program, and supervise 
faclitators as they lead the women’s circles. This is the sustainability we have been 
building!



The trainees immersed themselves in the experiential training with their 
bodies, minds, emotions and spirit.

They were thoughtful and creative in exploring the use of art materials, and 
learned to depict  feelings and narratives in graphic form.  



They studied neurobiological 
consequences of trauma so that 
they can provide psychoeducation 
for the women in their circles.  It 
empowers survivors to understand 
how symptoms develop and what 
function they serve.

These impressive young 
counselors practiced clinical 
techniques to help clients manage 
strong emotions, to stay grounded 
in the present if they become 
triggered into flashbacks, and to 
develop their skills as empathic 
listeners.  As always, we 
emphasize self-care for the 
practitioner as a crucial dimension 
of clinical training. Those who work 
with trauma survivors need to be 
trained to manage secondary 
trauma.



The trainees begin to make their own story cloths. Working with fabrics donated by local 
beneficiaries, they explored the four basic CTP prompts and chose one to work on in 
cloth:

“This is what I cannot put 
into words.”

“This is a moment I will 
never forget.”

“This is what I need you to 
know.”

“This is what the cloth is 
trying to say.”



Trainees practiced embroidery 
stitches and helped each other with 
sewing skills and applique.  As with 
all art therapy, we emphasize that it 
is the process, not the product that 
is important.

Jamuna demonstrates how to 
discuss the stories that are 
depicted in cloth.  Most of the 
counselors are themselves 
survivors of trauma. They used the 
role play opportunities to work on 
their own recovery.



We worked in pairs, in small groups, 
and individually to learn and practice. 

We experienced moving between 
varied levels of physical activation: 
self-regulation such as breathing and 
relaxation techniques, insight gained in 
quiet reflection, increasing sensory 
awareness, exploring the body’s 
movement vocabulary, and energizing 
the with dance and games—all 
methods needed in CTP circles.





Dollmaking is always a favorite CTP 
activity. Each participant makes her own 
doll and then they are used in an 
exercise in which the dolls are given 
permission to give voice to the subjects 
that are most difficult to speak about 
directly. It’s amazing what can surface in 
play that cannot otherwise be expressed.



A highlight of the training was the visit 
from Rizwana, Asiya, and Ghizela, 
three of the survivors who participated 
in our original Common Threads circle 
in Kathmandu.  Their recovery, 
post-traumatic growth, and leadership 
was an inspiration for all of us.

They came to Nepal as refugees from 
Pakistan and were suffering a great 
deal when they joined CTP in 2014. 
After a year in the program, they were 
asked to begin to help facilitate 
subsequent circles alongside Jamuna 
and Indira. They are no longer silent but 
have become leaders in the Pakistani 
refugee community. They have started 
a business together and are able to 
support their families.  The trajectory of 
their empowerment continues: They 
came to teach a day of the training to 
our future faciliators.  This is our CTP 
dream come true!



“When we came to Nepal, the first two years, 
our lives seems to be like we are in a jail, as if 
we are closed, as if our life is at stand still and 
we felt like we should not be living any 
longer… as if we have no value any longer, 
that is what we were feeling. Now when we 
came to TPO and the Common Thread Project 
…. First we thought about a story in our mind 
then we drew it, a memory that we could not 
express (in words). Then with the help of 
common threads we expressed our story so 
that our inner feelings came out in front of 
others. Sometimes we do not have the words 
to express ourselves so we create this to 
explain our story. Like a poet does this through 
his poetry, an artist does it through his art. 
Likewise we did it with the help of Common 
Threads and cloths we expressed in front of 
others. Jamuna and Indira gave us a lot of 
support… We started feeling that we have 
some value and we should live, we are 
capable of something, we can do something. 
We had thought that our life is finished, we got 
encouraged to live and now you have called us 
here. I feel if this programme was not run, our 
life would not have been so good.  And now 
we have moved forward.”

“Sometime we would laugh and sometime we 
would cry, so it was a good experience. We were 
healed, we forgot our problems and it appeared 
that we could start living again... lead new life 
after death.
Then we did an advance course of Common 
Threads…. Then we were chosen as a 
co-facilitator. We did have some leadership 
qualities but by encouragement they developed 
further. It was a good experience and we became 
confident for living our lives under difficulties. Now 
we have been called again to train the teachers, 
we feel very proud.”



After ten days together 
doing artwork, practicing 
therapeutic techniques, 
working on self-healing and 
self-care, developing skills 
in somatic awareness and 
self regulation,  and 
completing their own story 
cloths, the group grew very 
close. Because they felt 
this to be a transformative 
experience, they asked to 
continue working together 
beyond the training to 
sustain a community of 
practice.



On our last day, a graduation was held to celebrate the 
achievement of this remarkable group. They shared their 
story cloths and described their training experiences to invited 
guests and colleagues. They were proud to receive training 
certificates. Common Threads Project passed the torch to 
these skilled clinicians who are now prepared to lead “Sajha 
Dhago” circles and help women in Nepal heal from trauma.


