Pathways to Resilience Workshop

Promotes Leadership
and Peer Support

Pathways to Resilience (P2R) created a unique leadership program to help landmine survivors pro-

mote resilience and create secure collegial relationships. This article provides background regarding

the curriculum and training activities and recounts how P2R helped survivors experience post-

traumatic growth after tragedy.

by Anne Stewart, Ph.D., and Lennie Echterling, Ph.D. [ JMU Dept. of Psychology 1, Cameron Macauley, MPH, and Nicole
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ics and Statistics ]
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Pathways to Resilience attendees participated in a variety of creative activities

designed to promote positive crisis resolution.

All photos courtesy of CISR.

young woman flashed a bright

smile and gracefully per-

formed a traditional dance.
The other women in the room respond-
ed with delight and encouragement.

A man announced to the people
gathered that he had gone to town to
purchase short-sleeved shirts to wear.
His pronouncement was welcomed with

spontaneous, heartfelt applause.

An accomplished country leader
proudly introduced his younger col-
league to conduct the final presenta-
tion. Each graciously acknowledged the
support they have offered each other in
troubled times.

These seemingly unremarkable
events occurred during a mine-action
training program conducted in the

countryside north of Beirut, Lebanon.
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The events, however, actually constitute
remarkable milestones for participants
attending this innovative workshop. The
dance was the first the young woman
had performed since a landmine explo-
sion injured her while dancing at a rela-
tive’s wedding. The man had not worn
short sleeves since a mine injury result-
ed in the loss of his forearm. The junior
colleague, a landmine-injury survivor,
delivered his inaugural professional
presentation.

Pathways to Resilience is an inventive
regional training program developed
and implemented under the sponsor-
ship of the Office of Weapons Removal
and Abatement in the U.S. Department
of State’s Bureau of Political-Military
Affairs (PM/WRA), and through part-
nership with the Lebanon Mine Ac-
tion Center. The project was the vision
of Kamel Sa’adi, a Jordanian landmine
survivor who established a nongovern-
mental organization, Lifeline for Con-
sultancy and Rehabilitation, to assist
and support other survivors. Staff from
the Center for International Stabiliza-
tion and Recovery, Program Manag-
er Nicole Neitzey and Peer-Support
Specialist Cameron Macauley, coordi-
nated P2R’s planning and implemen-

tation. Faculty from the Departments

of Graduate Psychology and Mathematics and Statistics at
James Madison University participated in the program to pro-
vide training, curriculum development, program evaluation,
needs assessments and follow-up surveys.

The program took place in Beirut for landmine survi-
vors from different landmine-contaminated regions of the
Middle East, as well as representatives of organizations that
assist these survivors. Twenty-nine participants from Iraq,
Jordan, Lebanon and Yemen came to learn how to conduct
peer-to-peer projects for survivors in their own countries. The
intensive schedule involved experiential learning, theater-
based activities, role-playing activities, improvisations and
other exercises designed to promote post-traumatic growth.
Within a culturally responsive framework, the leadership
training addressed disability rights and laws, peer-to-peer
support, post-traumatic growth and program-development

skills for landmine survivors.

Disability Rights and Laws

Work with survivors of landmine injuries requires a human-
rights perspective. Persons with injuries from war-related
violence are not incompetent individuals requiring charity.
Rather, they are persons entitled to full participation and in-
clusion in society. Participants were provided an overview of
the historical and current context of the United Nations’ Con-
vention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and other
relevant regional and global initiatives, including the Cluster
Munitions Coalition and the meeting of States Parties to the
Convention of Cluster Munitions in Beirut (September 2011).
The presenter discussed the definition of terms, the status of
states as signatories or ratifiers, as well as the role of the CRPD
in calling for nondiscrimination and access for persons with
disabilities. The workshop participants discussed the impor-
tance of recognizing persons with disabilities as a valuable

part of human diversity.

Peer-to-peer Support

Consistent with the workshop’s experiential and collabora-
tive approach, the format of the peer-to-peer support training
included presentations, group discussions and practice ses-
sions. The training activities were grounded in key theoreti-
cal literature in transformative and experiential learning in
which the learning process begins with a concrete experience
and is followed by reflective observation, conceptualization
and active experimentation.

The workshop participants began identifying actions they
considered helpful (visiting and listening to the survivor,

helping the survivor make decisions about the future) and not

Participants engage in role-playing practice in small groups
to improve their peer-to-peer support skills.

helpful (pitying, ignoring, doing too many things for the sur-
vivor) as they healed from their injury. This identification led
to a discussion of the use of peer-to-peer support as a natural
process where survivors of a traumatic experience are ideal
resources for helping other survivors. Participants explored
what defines a peer, discussing the relevance of comparable
experiences, injuries, gender and age for successful peer-to-
peer support. The participants concluded that similarity is
only part of the equation, and what is most important is the
relationship between peer-support worker and survivor.

Participants were introduced to peer-to-peer support
worker skills, such as listening, understanding and validating
the survivor’s story, along with looking for strengths of the
survivor and resources available. The participants engaged in
role-playing practice in small groups with facilitators to de-
velop their skills.

Based on resilience and attachment theories, the partici-
pants practiced asking Getting Through questions, such as
"Who was especially helpful in supporting you to do that?" or
"What did you draw from inside yourself to make it through
that?" They also practiced asking Making Meaning questions,
such as “As you make more sense of this, what have you learned
so far?” or “What advice would you give somebody else?”

Participants learned ways to effectively use and combine
individual and group formats of peer-to-peer work. The curric-
ulum also examined funding challenges and how to manage

peer-to-peer programs.

Post-traumatic Growth
Traditional trauma perspectives have focused on the defi-
cits and disorders of survivors. However, recent research find-

ings on resilience and attachment have exciting implications
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for mine-action programs. While ac-
knowledging a trauma’s impact, the
P2R activities also emphasized personal
strengths and increased feelings of re-
solve. As a consequence, most survivors
experience post-traumatic growth, re-
flected in enhanced psychological well-
being, deeper appreciation for life and
more meaningful relationships.

The personal growth and peer-to-
peer activities focused on building se-
cure relationships between survivors
and the four main factors promoting re-
silience: developing social support, at-
tributing meaning to the experience,
regulating emotions and learning suc-
cessful coping skills. Importantly, the
program created a transitional com-
munity to promote resilience so that
survivors could apply these principles
to themselves in addressing the conse-
quences of war-related violence.

Immediately after a traumatic event,
survivors are likely to experience a cri-
sis of meaning. The participants learned
that survivors tell their stories to give
form to this painful experience, to gain
some sense of cognitive mastery and to
make important discoveries about pos-
sible resolutions. The program leaders
discussed and guided participant sur-
vivors to tell their stories in a variety of

ways such as talking, playing, drawing,

Playwright and Actor Ghannam S. Ghannam worked with participants all week to create a theatrical presentation derived from
the survivors' own stories. Dealing with themes of adversity and resilience, the play was performed on the closing day for media

and distinguished guests in attendance.

sculpting, singing and writing. Through
experiential learning, participants dis-
covered that whatever form their stories
take, the process helped them identify
meaning from the catastrophic event.

Workshop participants learned ways
to acknowledge the negative impact of
the trauma and to simultaneously rec-
ognize the survivor through respectful
and engaging interviews and activities.
An activity called Out of the Ashes gave
participants practice in how to help oth-
er survivors envision new possibilities
in their lives. The activity was designed
to help survivors explore achievements
they have already accomplished, gain
a sense of direction and hope, and in-
crease their momentum toward post-
traumatic growth.

The Out of the Ashes activity began
by asking participants to write down or
draw on paper a crisis event that they
experienced. Then they burned the slip
of paper and rolled the ashes in a piece
of modeling clay. Using what they have
learned and discovered in dealing with
their crisis so far, the survivor then
molded a symbol of hope from the ash-
es and the clay. At the workshop, all the
participants moved from table to table
to view each other’s artwork and to hear,
not about the traumatic event, but about

the person’s future hopes.

notes from the field | the journal of ERW and mine action | fall 2011 | 15.3

At least temporarily, trauma robs
survivors of their dreams for the fu-
ture. By using a resilience-focused ap-
proach, peer-support workers practiced
ways to help other survivors envision
new life possibilities. By drawing atten-
tion to these instances of dealing with
challenges, survivors are given oppor-
tunities to discover unknown strengths,
appreciate unrecognized resources and
achieve a sense of hope.

Workshop participants learned that
landmine survivors not only tell their
stories, but the themes that emerge from
these stories shape their personal iden-
tity. In other words, the narratives that
survivors create do more than organize
their life experiences: They affirm fun-
damental beliefs, guide important deci-
sions, and offer consolation and solace
in times of tragedy. Peer-to-peer support
workers can help other survivors trans-
form their crisis narratives into survival
stories. In the experiential activities, the
participants practiced offering comments
and questions to facilitate a successful
resolution to a particular crisis. The re-
silience lens served as a reminder to look
for strengths, rather than focus on defi-
cits, when working with landmine sur-
vivors. Participants also heard about the

impact of trauma on the brain and how

emotional regulation is disrupted after

a trauma. Using experiential and playful activities, partici-
pants practiced ways to help survivors reduce their distress,
soothe themselves when upset and enhance positive feelings
of resolve.

Exploring dimensions of resilience, building secure rela-
tionships and developing a transitional community was fur-
ther facilitated by the survivors’ participation in a series of
experiential, expressive exercises (original movement, voice
and story activities). These creative activities provided an op-
portunity for survivors to join in the production and per-
formance of a play. The dramatic and theatrical presentation
originated from survivor stories. (Ghannam S. Ghannam, play-
wright and actor, conducted this portion of the workshop based
on a curriculum he developed entitled “The Seven Mirrors.”)

Trauma is a time of intense emotions, but a common
assumption is that individuals in crisis have only negative
feelings, such as fear, shock and grief. Participants were in-
formed about recent research that demonstrated survivors
actually experience not only painful crisis reactions but also
feelings of resolve. These feelings include courage, compas-
sion, hope, peace and joy. Acknowledging and giving expres-
sion to the gamut of emotions, both negative and positive, can

promote a positive crisis resolution.

Group Project Development

Another group project also addressed leadership and
teamwork skills. The participants were grouped by country
and given the assignment of developing a plan for a project in
their home country. The projects were to incorporate elements
of emotional, psychological and practical support to survi-
vors of landmine/unexploded ordnance injuries and/or their
families. Participants were told that they may wish to work on
matters related to health, education, mobility or accessibility,
human rights, employment or income generation, sports, or
other survivor issues.

Staff and facilitators helped participant groups develop
their project plans by considering the goals and objectives, lo-
gistics, funding, personnel, legal restrictions, and desired re-
sults. At the end of the week, the groups presented their ideas.
Participants created projects related to rights, accessibili-
ty and sports programs in this useful learning exercise. The
project sites were community-based and addressed survivors
across the lifespan.

Follow-up surveys are polling participants on their use of
the knowledge and skills they gained in the project-develop-
ment exercise. The program created a blog and website where
photos and comments can be posted to help preserve the rela-

tionships and connections.

Feedback from participants was overwhelmingly positive.
One participant said about the workshop, “You cannot imag-
ine how helpful this workshop is to get us beyond our crisis.”

Evaluation Results and Conclusion

The feedback from participants was overwhelmingly posi-
tive. For example, 96 percent reported that they learned more
about leadership, and 96 percent agreed that they had learned
new ways to meet survivors’ needs. Sample comments includ-
ed, “The activities were excellent—they improved our morale
and strength to give peer support,” “One of the best, if not
the best, workshops on VA [victim assistance] (and there have
been a lot!),” and “You cannot imagine how helpful this work-
shop is to get us beyond our crisis.”

More significantly, the majority of participants also report-
ed their experience of post-traumatic growth. As a result of
the workshop, 96 percent stated they had a greater feeling of
self-reliance, 92 percent reported they had a greater sense of
closeness to others and 88 percent discovered they were stron-
ger than they thought.

In conclusion, P2R is a culturally-sensitive program
that enhances the potential of landmine survivors for lead-
ership in offering peer-to-peer support services to others.
The attachment-grounded, resilience-focused and strength-
based program can be easily adapted to other cultures. With
this positive feedback, P2R plans to assist other countries and
expand its use to additional victim assistance programs.

For additional information about the project, see http://cisr.
jmu.edu/P2R/index.htm. I
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