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Main Objective of this presentation

To outline the underlying principles of the 

two Tree of Life key interventions: Trauma 

Healing and Empowerment (TH&E) and 

Psychological Awareness and Coping Skills 

(PACS).
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Materials that are included in this course may include 
interventions and modalities that are beyond the 
authorized practice of mental health professionals. As 
a licensed professional, you are responsible for 
reviewing the scope of practice, including activities 
that are defined in law as beyond the boundaries of 
practice in accordance with and in compliance with 
your professions standards."



Zimbabwe: Southern Africa



Impact of OVT in Zimbabwe

Long term impact on the individual

• Unhealed trauma-disempowerment, 
apathy, helplessness, self blame, shame, 
depression, anxiety, anger and feelings of 
vengeance.

• Struggling to cope and unable to function 
normally.

• Continuous fear due to (intimidation) 
threats of present and future violence.
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Long term impact of OVT on the 

Community
• Traumatised communities- disempowerment, 

fragmentation, polarisation, paralysing fear, 
mistrust.

• Social disintegration – increased cycles of 
domestic violence and criminal behaviour.

• Resentment, conflict – conflicts escalate.

• Disengagement with community development 
and traditional leadership.

• Culture of impunity means that perpetrator 
often still in community.
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About the Tree of Life Trust
Our Vision
A healed and empowered society that puts its efforts into peace, recovery and 
reconciliation

Our Theory of Change states that: Dealing with trauma through a group based 
community rooted process meets a pre-condition for justice, peace and 
development

Who we are: We are a team of 31 staff and over 150 volunteer Community-
Based facilitators. Our core team (the ‘small tree’) operate from 2 offices in 
Harare and Bulawayo while our 150+ volunteer facilitators (the ‘Big Tree’) are 
spread across 16 Districts in 7 provinces.

What we do:

1) Healing & Empowerment workshops

2) Psychosocial Awareness & Coping Skills (PACS) workshops
3) Psychological First Aid

4) Covid 19 awareness and Psycho Social Support work

5) Art therapy

6) Training and Technical support to communities and to CSO’s

7) Support to cultural and socio-economic development initiatives
8) Action Research and Reflection

9) Collaboration with other CSO’s
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Tree of Life Work

• The work of the Tree of Life draws on 

interventions developed in Southern Africa 

and other parts of the developing world that 

include: 

• Interpersonal connectedness, empowerment, 

and social capital (Colleta & Cullen, 2000; 

Curling, 2005; Higson-Smith, 2002). 

• To create a sense of relative safety through

building stronger social systems of protection

and care.
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History of TH&E Workshops

• The Tree of Life is a homegrown process 
which was developed in 2002, initially to 
empower youth to build better community 
relationships. 

• In 2003 the workshop was adapted as a 
healing and empowerment tool to help 
traumatized and exiled Zimbabwean activists. 

• After the first workshops were piloted, 
participants recognized the powerful impact 
and advocated for more workshops.

• The process returned to Zimbabwe in 2004.
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Tree of Life work
• Tree of Life provides effective, holistic psychosocial care to 

victims of organized violence and torture, even in situations of 

ongoing threat and violence.

• Help survivors to recover their “power” through 

connectedness by working together to reclaim a sense of 

community (Reeler, Chitsike, Maizva, & Reeler, 2009). 

• Provides healing at both a personal and interpersonal level. 

• Personal healing is measured in terms of a reduction in 

symptoms reported by survivors of torture and organized 

violence. 

• Interpersonal healing is measured in terms of an increase in  

reported engagement with other members of the community, 

active concern for the well-being of others, and more positive 

attitudes toward community healing. 
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Underlying Principles

• Research has shown that deep trust in 
oneself and others can provide the emotional 
safety that we believe is necessary for 
personal and community healing and 
reconciliation to take place. 

• In our context, it is a result of years of 
continuous relationship building that has 
been cautious, nonpartisan, transparent and 
persistent (the foundation on which the 
success ToL interventions was built).
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Underlying principles

Community-led
• Where possible – held in the community, organised by the community, uses 

Community Facilitators. Sense of equality (sitting in a circle, no high table)

• Each step is considered carefully in consultation with communities

“You dress the way we dress, sit down with us and eat what we eat.  We are all 
equal. What you do with us we take to the community”. Participant feedback

Group-based
• Acknowledges the collective nature of our culture and the importance of 

relationships in healing.

Survivor implemented

• The highly experienced Field Officers are mostly survivors

• They work closely with the Community Facilitators  who are also survivors, 
have been through the healing process, are highly trained and very skilled 
and aware of the risks that our work involves. 
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Training and Technical support to 

communities

• The community facilitators are highly 

competent from years of training and 

supervised experience in responding to 

traumatized individuals and communities.

• Ongoing capacity building and mentoring 

programmes.

• Self-care (peer supervision)
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Two Key Interventions
TRAUMA HEALING AND 
EMPOWERMENT WORKSHOPS

• Group aims and process
• Individuals is social and natural 

systems
• Personal histories and ancestries
• Formative childhood experiences 

and important childhood figures
• Revisiting past traumatic 

experiences individual and shared
• Connections to people and the 

natural world
• Inner and inter-personal resources
• Moving forward with life

PSYCHO-SOCIAL AWARENESS AND 
COPING SKILLS (PACS)

• Group aims and process
• How stress affects individuals, 

families and communities
• Introduction to traumatic stress
• Community reactions to traumatic 

events
• Individual strengths and coping
• Self-care strategies
• Social support and helping others
• Closing



TH&E workshops
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• Pre-intervention assessment using SRQ20 tool. Work with 
most severely traumatized

• Three day trauma healing workshop with groups of 8 (from 
same community where possible)

• Post-intervention follow up in community by intensively 
trained volunteer facilitators

• Referral for medical and clinical services where needed.
• Post-intervention assessment



TH&E workshops are:

• Based on the rationale that being able to 

narrate one’s experience to respectful and 

understanding witnesses relieves the 

emotional burden of the traumatic 

experiences, affirms dignity and respect, 

builds lasting support between people, and 

lays the foundations for reconciliation and 

a healthier community of the future. 

16



The Tree of 

Life process is 

helping to heal 

individuals, 

families and 
communities. 

It uses a group 

narrative 

approach 

using the tree 
as a metaphor

Healing and Empowerment Workshops
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Trauma Healing & Empowerment 

Process

It is a process. It involves:

• Careful identification and screening

• Builds peer support during the 
workshop

• Has systematic follow-up and on-
going support – Community 
Facilitators and ToL follow up and 
tracking 
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TH&E process 
Trauma breaks connections:

• To the self

• Relationships – family, community

• To our environment

In Zimbabwe (and much of Africa) 
well-being is a collective state of 
healthy connections

“I am well if your are well”

UBUNTU
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TH&E process 
The process aims to restore the connections:

• With self – body work, identity (roots), fruits

• Of relationships - the circle, totems, branches of the tree, power 
relationships

• With the environment – Tree meditation

“Who thought of the tree analogy? It is so brilliant. That was the tipping 
point for me? When I did the tree meditation I began to find myself for the 

first time for a long time”.
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Through these 
connections restoration 
and healing can take 
place.



TH&E Process
The workshop is
• Facilitated by survivors – who 

become “participants” – removal of 
power relationships

• Held where possible in the 
community  - building of peer support, 

• Uses the vernacular 

• Uses the “circle” – linked to the Dare

“TOL uses a gentle and humble 
approach. You do not hit direct. You give 

us time and space to share and to 
gradually enter the process”. 

I have been to many counselling 
sessions which leave me no different. I 
was still as wounded. Here we feel you 

genuinely care and you are with us in the 
process”. 
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Psychosocial Awareness and Coping 

Skills workshop
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A complementary intervention to builds 
community understanding of the impact of 
trauma and builds support for trauma 
healing

complementary intervention to builds community understanding of the impact of trauma and builds support for trauma healing



PACS 

PACS is a complementary intervention, based on the 
rationale that 

• knowledge about the causes and consequences of 
violence, stress, and trauma

• Development of enhanced coping skills

serves to normalize the experience, give a sense of 
control and improve emotional and social 
functioning.
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Examples of what we monitor

◆ Trauma levels pre and post healing workshops

◆ Attitudes towards Community Engagement and social functioning

◆ Stories of change (good or bad)

◆ The operating environment

◆ Developments in communities as a result of our collaboration

And how we evaluate our work

◆Through workshop evaluation contributions by Participants

◆Through regular meetings with our Community Facilitators and with 

Staff, including strategic reviews

◆Through research with the Centre for Victims of Torture

◆Through storytelling, case studies and key informant interviews with 
participants and key people

◆Through our “Reflection Day” and “Action and Reflection Team” (ART) 

events which happen bi-annually or quarterly
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Tracking our impact

The Zimbabwe Community Life 
Questionnaire (ZCLQ)

• Designed in collaboration with the Centre for 
victims of Torture (CVT), the ZCLQ is a pre and 
post instrument which measures a participant’s 
social and community functioning. 

• Data analysis to date reveals that the effect size of 
the ToL process is well over ‘1’ which means that 
the process is making a ‘significant change’ in 
peoples attitudes to community life.
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Conclusion

Tree of Life PSS interventions:

• Holistic, survivor, community driven and 
culturally appropriate.

• Emerge out of careful and protracted 
community engagement.

• Focus on creating sufficient safety to facilitate 
the processing of traumatic memories. 

• Work towards building of strong inner and 
interpersonal emotional resources.
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• Strengthen community cohesion and work 
towards repairing of community social fabric.

• Build and strengthen individual and 
community resilience.

• Facilitates prevention and recovery.

• They are cost effective, enable the poorest, 
marginalized, vulnerable and most 
disempowered to participate and provides 
long term support and follow-up.

• This approach has demonstrated impact 
and can be scaled up
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Testimony

“At the workshop, I carefully followed through 
the life of a tree, analyzing the challenges that 
trees face, I felt strong. I saw the scars as 
well as the branches that were cut off, but the 
tree did not give up, it continued to bloom and 
bear fruit. There is indeed life after all these 
life threatening problems. I need to try hard 
even if things are tough, I have to be 
resilient.” 
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Contact Details

Eugenia Mpande: 

eugeniampande@tolzim.org

Tree of Life Website:

www.treeoflifezimbabwe.org

Thank you !
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