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Overview

This webinar is brought to you today by the The National 
Capacity Building Project is a project of the Center for Victims 
of Torture in partnership with Harvard Program in Refugee 
Trauma and the National Consortium of Torture Treatment 
Programs.



Disclaimer

This webinar will be held in meeting format, so 
attendee videos may be visible if you choose to turn 
your camera on. In the recording, attendee videos 
and viewer names will be anonymized.

During the session, you’ll have opportunities to 
share your art. If you choose to participate, we’ll 
follow up to confirm your consent to have your 
contribution included in the recording.



All functions are located at the bottom of your screen

• All participants are in mute mode.

• Please use the chat box to send comments to the 
presenters.

• To pose your question aloud, please raise your hand. A 
moderator will assist you with unmuting your line. 

• Please be sure to mute your line when you're done.

• Please use the Q&A icon to ask questions to the 
presenters.

• To view the resources currently available, please click the 
Resources icon.

Attendee 
Controls



Speaker’s Disclosure Statement

Dr. Joe Mageary is an Associate Professor of Practice and Mental Health Counseling Program 
Director in the Department of Psychology at Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts, 

USA. He is the Editor in Chief of the Harvard Program in Refugee Trauma’s alumni newsletter, 
Beautiful Connections and was most recently Associate Provost for Mental Health and 

Wellbeing at Lesley University in Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA. Dr. Mageary has no 
conflicts of interest to disclose for this presentation.



Our Agenda

We have two hours together

5 minutes introduction

45 minutes lecture: Narrative Therapy and Project-
based responses to hardship; The Tree of Life; 
Other examples of project-based responses

5 minutes break

30 minutes exercise: Creating Your Tree of Life, 
step by step

15 minutes sharing

20 minutes open discussion



An Orienting 
Question

Fist to Five

In the chat, or by raising fingers on your hand, please indicate 
your familiarity with Narrative Therapy and The Tree of Life 
exercise:

0 (or a closed fist): I have never heard of these ideas before.

1: I have heard of one or both, but have very little exposure to 
the ideas.

2: I have heard of both Narrative Therapy and the Tree of Life. I 
do not know the details/steps.

3: I am somewhat comfortable and familiar with these ideas.

4: I know Narrative Therapy and The Tree of Life very well.

5: I could give this lecture.



Part 1
An Overview of the 
Tree of Life and other 
Arts-Based Responses 
to Trauma and 
Hardship

All tree of life images used with permission of The Vela Project for Ukraine



First: Why 
Trees?

Albero della Pace (Tree of 
Peace) by Andrea Roggi, outside 
the Uffizi Gallery, Florence, Italy

Photo taken by the presenter, July 21, 
2026



The Tree: 
An archetypal 
metaphor for life, 
personal growth, 
knowledge and 
connections 
between 
separate/opposing 
parts 



We are all 
familiar with 
trees…but 
they can still 
inspire awe

Photo credit: https://www.facebook.com/61551943263051/posts/the-general-sherman-tree-is-the-largest-tree-on-earth-by-
volume-a-giant-sequoia-/122265599630064775/



Cross Cultural 
Experiences of 
Natural Beauty
(Mattheiss et 
al., 2025)

Humans have an evolutionarily hardwired affinity for 
three kinds of natural beauty:

We find dynamic waterscapes to be beautiful 
because where there is moving water, there is 
something to drink

We find panoramic vistas beautiful because it is a 
“safe” angle from which we can see any dangers 
coming, far before they arrive

We find lush vegetation (i.e.: lots of trees)
beautiful because this is a signal that food is 
nearby



Cross Cultural 
Experiences of 
Natural Beauty
(Mattheiss et 
al., 2025)

When we are presented with one of these cross-
culturally validated forms of beauty, our evolved 
affinity for it will draw us nearer

While this is most evident in natural settings, 
nature-based metaphors can have similar positive 
effects on our emotions and sense of connection to 
things/forces greater than our selves



Introducing: 
The Tree of 
Life
Our focus today

An arts-based project originally conceptualized by 
Ncazelo Ncube (Zimbabwe) and David Denborough
(Australia), in support of Zimbabwean children who lost 
loved ones to HIV/AIDS and/or experienced multiple 
traumas (including physical violence, sexual violence, 
kidnapping, homelessness, and displacement)



Introducing: 
The Tree of 
Life

The Tree of Life is an example of the Narrative Therapy 
approach to community work and project-based 
responses to hardship

Using a therapeutic metaphor is helpful when 
emotional/spiritual wounds may be too “hot” to address 
directly

Arts-based approaches provide opportunities to engage 
in creating new neural pathways that increase resilience 
capacities by circumventing the roadblock set up during 
the amygdala hijack



Introducing: 
The Tree of 
Life

Creative, generative, and collaborative activities like the 
Tree of Life:

• Increase connection (to others, a sense of 
meaning/purpose, and aspects of identity), 

• Promote opportunities for vicarious resilience,
• Tap into parts of a person's identity, capacities, and 

skills that stand outside of the trauma-saturated 
problem narrative

“Grief is never only about loss; it is also about honouring” 
(Denborough, 2018 p. 63)



Narrative 
Therapy

The Background and 
the Basics

Narrative Therapy: both a worldview and a set of 
techniques used in counseling

A Social Constructionist, post-modern approach to therapy 
that sprung from Intercultural contextuality/reparations 
dialogues in Australia (between Australian government and 
Mauri/Torres Strait Islanders) in the 1970s and 1980s.
• NOT Narrative qualitative research method; NOT 

bibliotherapy



Narrative 
Therapy

The Background and 
the Basics

Narrative seeks to situate the problem as an enacted 
discourse 

“If we come to believe that we are the problem and that 
there is something wrong with us, then it becomes very 
difficult to take action. All we can do is take action against 
ourselves. If we think of ourselves as the problem it can be 
demoralizing and really difficult to know what to do.” 
(Denborough, 2014)

In short: The person is not the problem. The problem is the 
problem.



Narrative 
Therapy
Brief overview of 
central tenets

Prototypical Stages of Narrative Therapy

• Externalize the problem; focus on its effects rather 
than its causes 

• Collaboratively identify unique outcomes, the “absent 
but implicit”, and opportunities to “re-story our lives”

• Recruit communities of concerns, leagues of 
support, or outsider witnesses; do projects



Tree of Life: 
Ukrainian 
Earth Day 
2023
“In hard times, we do 
projects” (Epston, 
2013)



Project 
Background

The Vela Project https://youthtalentschool.org/tree-of-life/

• Since the spring of 2022, The Vela Project has been 
supporting Ukrainian teachers and psychologists

• The project provides psychoeducational webinars and 
arts-based exercises to promote community, 
resilience, and healing



Project 
Background

• Participants learn the content, do the projects 
themselves, and then bring the projects to their 
communities and classrooms

• To date, over 500,000 participants (mostly Ukrainian 
children) have engaged in at least one of the 
various art projects

• One of our biggest annual events: Earth Day



Some other 
Arts-based 
responses to 
trauma and 
hardship

The Storms of Life 
https://www.dulwichcentre.com.au/getting-through-the-
storms.pdf

The Suitcase Project 
https://africa.comminit.com/content/suitcase-project

Rescued word songs

Definitional Ceremonies, Identity Documentation, and 
Outsider Witnessing

A free repository of Narrative Therapy projects can be 
found here: https://dulwichcentre.com.au/projects/



5-minute break
After: You will create 
your version of the 
Tree of Life



Part 2
Creating Your Tree of 
Life, in 10 steps



Step 1

Gather art materials (paper, something to write, draw, 
and/or color with)

As detailed as you want to be, draw a tree or color in the 
template provided here: 
https://firefly255.wordpress.com/wp-
content/uploads/2016/05/narrative-therapy-tree-of-life-
project.pdf

Leave space in the components of your tree to add 
words or phrases later in the process

Following the prompts provided, we are going to create 
your tree of life, one component at a time

The components are: roots, ground, trunk, branches, 
leaves, fruit, flowers and seeds, and an optional compost 
heap



Step 2: The 
roots

In a few words or phrases, describe your origin. 

What is your cultural and ethnic identity? 

What influenced and shaped you as a child? 

Where did you live? 



Step 3: The 
ground

Along the ground, write what makes you “you”, 
day to day 

Write about what you do every week. 

What is your routine? 

What are your key activities?

Previous steps: Roots,



Step 4: The 
trunk

In the tree trunk, list your skills and values 

What makes you who you are today? 

How would others say you have contributed to your 
family, community, or other people?

Previous steps: Roots, Ground,



Step 5: The 
branches

In the tree’s branches, identify your long and 
short-term hopes and dreams

What are your goals? 

What would you like to be in the future?

Previous steps: Roots, Ground, Trunk



Step 6: The 
leaves

In the leaves of your tree, 

List the names of those who have positively 
influenced and supported you. 

These may be friends, family, mentors, heroes, 
even pets.

Previous steps: Roots, Ground, Trunk, Branches



Step 7: The 
fruit

Add any kind of fruit you want to your tree 

In the pieces of fruit, describe the legacies that 
have been passed on to you. 

Look at the names you wrote on your leaves. What 
impact did they have on you? What have they 
given to you over the years? 

Previous steps: Roots, Ground, Trunk, Branches, Leaves



Step 8: 
Flowers and 
seeds

On the ground around your tree, add flowers and 
seeds

Describe the legacies you wish to leave to others. 

How would you like to be remembered by the 
people you've touched in the world?

Previous steps: Roots, Ground, Trunk, Branches, Leaves, Fruit



Optional but 
encouraged: 
Compost 
Heap

Somewhere nearby your tree, add a compost 
heap

Identify what you no longer want in your life, but 
which is still present. 

What don't you want to define you? Include past 
personal hardships, social pressure, or cultural 
standards. 

You can also include negative images you've had 
of yourself.

Previous steps: Roots, Ground, Trunk, Branches, Leaves, Fruit, Flowers and seeds



Now, create a 
Forest of Life

Group your Tree with others

Find a place to display the group, perhaps on a wall or in a photo 
collage



Behold: The 
Forest of Life

Step back and admire the commonalities and 
diversities in this “forest” 

The common themes are our connection points, 
which can nourish us and remind us of some of the 
ways we are not alone. These connective fabrics 
help us collectively weather life’s storms

The unique parts of each individual tree is the 
forest’s “biodiversity”. In nature, species thrive 
through adversity thanks to biodiversity



The most 
important rule

Make your tree your own

Completing every step, as described, is not 
essential

You can adapt or modify any part of the exercise 
that you would like to change

Often, the real beauty comes from a person’s 
unique inspirations, not their artistic talent



Ukrainian Tree 
of Life variant
Created by a Vela Project
participant, March, 2026



Tree of Life 
variant
Painted by parents, 
outside a Ukrainian 
elementary school in 
2025



Another 
Ukrainian Tree 
of Life Variant
The Culminating scene 
of a student-created 
anti-bullying school 
play, August 2025



Now: A quick 
stretch break



Part 3
Sharing/Debriefing the 
exercise



Part 4
Applying these ideas to 
your work: Questions, 
answers, and open 
discussion

Have a question or something you want to discuss 
more in-depth? Here are some options for you:

• Type your questions in the Q&A, or

• Type your questions in the chat, or

• Raise your hand using the reaction button.

Have a questions after the presentation? Here is the 
contact information for our presenter:

• Name: Joe Mageary

• Email: joemageary@gmail.com
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Thank you for 
attending this 
webinar!

Please scan QR 
code for evaluation

“In Hard Times We Do Projects”: The Tree of Life and 
other arts-based responses to hardship and trauma
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