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Abstract   

Grounded in both resiliency science and positive youth development, the research team set out to 

understand the strengths and resources of adolescent refugees living in northeast Texas. In coordination 

with a local refugee services agency, members of the research team conducted the Tree of Life activity 

with 16 participants ranging in age from 13 to 20 years. Identifying 16 codes in the qualitative analyses 

of participants’ drawings, they organized these codes into 3 themes: self-efficacy, values, 

and relationships. The authors recommend the use of Tree of Life and other creative arts activities to 

http://www.library.pitt.edu/
http://www.pitt.edu/
http://www.upress.pitt.edu/upressIndex.aspx
http://www.nae4ha.com/
http://naaweb.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://jyd.pitt.edu/


Journal of Youth Development   |   http://jyd.pitt.edu/   |   Vol. 14   Issue 2   DOI  10.5195/jyd.2019.692         

Examining Resiliency Through Tree of Life 

 
131 

facilitate the discovery of strengths and resources in adolescent refugees, by which they may progress 

beyond survival of adversity to resiliency and thriving. 

 

Key words: resiliency, developmental assets, Tree of Life, adolescent, refugees 

 

Refugees are individuals who have been forced to leave their home countries because of 

persecution, war, or other violence, and who are fearful of persecution “for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a particular social group” (“What is a 

refugee,” n.d., para. 1). By definition, then, refugees have faced trauma and likely need various 

types of support to move through and beyond circumstances of extreme challenge to well-being 

and thriving. There are 22.5 million individuals classified as refugees by the United Nations 

Refugee Agency, and about half of these individuals are under the age of 18 (“Figures at a 

glance,” n.d.). In the current study, the authors investigated a particular way to leverage the 

Tree of Life drawing activity to learn about the strengths and resources that adolescent 

refugees identify in themselves. 

 

The authors grounded this study in two related, yet distinct, strands of scholarship: resilience 

and positive youth development (PYD). Resilience has been contemporarily defined as “the 

capacity of a dynamic system to adapt successfully to disturbances that threaten system 

function, viability or development” (Masten, 2014a, p. 6). PYD researchers share a commitment 

to understanding the necessary conditions for positive adaptation, with a special focus on 

adolescents and their capacity to thrive. Thriving is an optimal developmental state in which the 

individual moves beyond wellbeing to become someone who is able to contribute in positive 

ways to multiple levels of the system, beginning with taking care of the self, and spiraling out to 

broader contributions to family, community, and society (Lerner, Dowling, & Anderson, 2003; 

Masten, 2014b). With a systems approach in mind, the authors of the present study brought 

together the focus on overcoming adversity (from resiliency science) with the adolescent focus 

and potential for thriving (from PYD research) to better understand the ways in which 

adolescent refugees may already identify strengths and resources in themselves. 

Background  

Migrant Experience 

The adolescent refugees in the study are classified as Unaccompanied Refugee Minors (URM). 

Although researchers agree that URM are a very vulnerable group, prone to more psychiatric 

morbidity than other adolescent groups, it is difficult to obtain a clear understanding of their 

migrant experience because data collection is limited and varies between countries (Huemer et 
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al., 2009). That said, Bean, Derluyn, Eurelings-Bontekoe, Broekaert, and Spinhoven (2007) 

noted that URM in the Netherlands have a higher number of stressful, if not traumatic, life 

events than other youth there. They noted that it is not clear whether the increased risk for 

psychopathology comes from these life events or from the lack of parental care (or both, 

considering that stressful life events often result from a lack of adult supervision). Keles, 

Friborg, Idsöe, Sirin, and Oppedal (2018) published similar findings, noting that 79% of the 

URM in Norway had experienced war, and “URMs all have experienced loss of or separation 

from family members” (p. 53). Despite these challenges, Keles et al. noted that 60% of their 

URM participants were considered to be healthy or resilient.  

 

In her study of URM who migrate from Mexican and Central American countries to the United 

States, Franco (2018) explained the migration experience as “a tripartite process consisting of: 

pre-migration exposure to traumatic stressors, in-journey stressors, and post-migration 

stressors” (p. 551). Franco shared similar findings to European researchers, except that her 

participants’ pre-migration traumatic experiences often involved violence unrelated to war. The 

journey to the United States is unique to this population and typically involves the use of human 

smugglers known as coyotes or transport via La Bestia (i.e., a cargo train; Dominquez Villegas, 

2014). Along this journey, URM are exposed to potential abuse, as well as malnourishment and 

dehydration (Franco, 2018). When they arrive in the United States, URM from countries that do 

not border the United States are protected from deportation without a court hearing. However, 

the detention centers where they wait are often overcrowded; have limited access to food, 

water, restrooms, and medical care; and in some cases, expose URM to abuse by staff 

members of the detention center (Collier, 2015). After this initial stay, URM are placed with 

family members, sponsors, or foster care—with varying levels of care and provision of basic 

needs—where they must make adult decisions of pursuing work or education (Franco, 2018). 

 

Characteristics of Adolescence 

Regardless of their country of origin, adolescent refugees share many of the challenges that all 

refugees face. Their education falters during the time they live in refugee camps, and a 

language barrier often keeps refugees on the outskirts of society, unable to fully integrate and 

experience their own familiar culture beyond their temporary homes (Capps et al., 2015; 

Tshabangu-Soko & Caron, 2011). However, particular characteristics of adolescence, specified 

as ages 12 to 21 by the American Academy of Pediatrics (2017), are salient for thinking about 

how individuals during this stage may identify and use their strengths as they navigate their 

experiences of being refugees. First, adolescence marks a significant time in the lifelong process 
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of identity construction (Kroger, Martinussen, & Marcia, 2010). Second, adolescents, as 

compared to younger children, possess more complex cognitive abilities to understand and 

describe the self, and they undergo a process of integrating many aspects of the self into one 

(Harter, 1990; Sebastian, Burnett, & Blakemore, 2008). Finally, adolescents have stronger social 

cognitive skills than younger children (e.g., perspective-taking), but these skills are not yet at 

adult levels of competency (Blakemore & Mills, 2014). Taken together, these characteristics 

mean that adolescent refugees may be particularly well-suited to reflect on their own strengths 

and resources, and, with support, to move towards positive adaptation. 

 

In addition, PYD researchers have shown that adolescence is a period of time during which the 

presence of internal and external assets is influential in moving individuals towards thriving 

(Scales, Benson, & Leffert, 2000). The developmental assets framework includes 40 assets 

which “reflect broad conceptualizations about strength-based, positive child and youth 

development that are explicated in the key developmental socialization processes of connection, 

support, regulation, autonomy, and competencies” (Sesma, Mannes, & Scales, 2005, p. 282). 

The assets include 20 external assets, such as family support, other adult relationships, the 

availability of creative activities, and religious communities, and 20 internal assets, such as 

school engagement, achievement motivation, values like caring and honesty, the ability to plan 

and make decisions, and a positive view of one’s personal future (Sesma et al., 2005). From a 

PYD perspective, then, adolescent refugees who use their growing self-awareness skills to 

recognize their internal assets, especially when supported by practitioners and communities 

who ensure the presence of more external assets, may move beyond positive adaptation and to 

thriving. 

 

Similar to models of resilience, the developmental assets framework represents a classification 

system for factors that encourage healthy adaptation and for positive developmental outcomes 

that are present with or without adversity (Sesma, et al., 2005). Resilience researchers have 

described developmental cascades in the same cumulative manner in which developmental 

assets are envisioned as both factors that contribute to positive outcomes and the positive 

outcomes themselves (Masten & Cicchetti, 2010). Specifically, protective or promotive factors of 

resilience influence outcomes that themselves become new protective or promotive factors.  

 

Resiliency Research  

 Henderson and Millstein (2003) discuss how resiliency research has progressed from identifying 

factors that harm people to identifying how people bounce back from tough circumstances and 
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emerge with even more strengths and resources than before. They noted that resiliency 

research has come in three waves (resilient qualities, process of resilience, innate resilience) 

throughout the past few decades. Early researchers investigated individual risk factors and 

protective factors. This wave of research focused on finding correlations between people who 

were already experiencing significant problems and their previous life experiences, which 

researchers then categorized as risk factors. Risk factors include personality characteristics, 

family system, gender, age, epigenetics, and genetics. This first wave of research also 

emphasized protective factors, which act as buffers to stressful events and help individuals 

maintain or return to their original homeostasis (Henderson & Millstein, 2003). Protective 

factors include individual traits, family influence, and community support (Werner, 2005). In the 

second wave, researchers focused on the process of growth, having moved from assessing risk 

factors, individual traits, and protective factors, to focusing on how individuals create meaning, 

develop coping skills, and engage creativity and spirituality (Greene, 2010; Henderson & 

Millstein, 2003). Focusing on resiliency instead of risks is a choice that researchers and 

practitioners make, seeing clients as “survivors not casualties” (Werner, 2005, p.11).  

 

A key implication for interventions based upon this second wave of resilience research is that 

they look towards developing assets and resources and not back on vulnerabilities (Fergus & 

Zimmerman, 2005). Practitioners who utilize interventions to increase resiliency still honor and 

validate the difficult life circumstances of their clients without the focus being on the individual’s 

risk factors. Furthermore, practitioners who work with adolescents can focus on their unique 

strengths and needs, with a goal of positively influencing their clients' natural journey towards 

more resiliency.  

 

Profile of a Resilient Adolescent 

 A profile of a resilient adolescent grounds the present study. The researchers cautiously 

offer this profile because it could be misinterpreted as a list of traits needed to be resilient, a 

prescription for raising a child, or a sentence to a life without resilience. Instead, in this profile, 

resiliency is understood as a dynamic, natural process that is different for every person. Rutter 

(2012) recommends that, when discussing resiliency, the terms mechanism or process are used 

and not factor. Therefore, the profile includes mechanisms and developmentally appropriate 

processes of resiliency that could be present in an adolescent. Having such a profile helped the 

research team to identify, highlight, and amplify possible resiliency mechanisms in adolescent 

refugees.  
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Henderson and Millstein (2003) reviewed resiliency literature to provide a list of internal 

characteristics and environmental factors that facilitate resiliency in adolescents. Their list 

included internal characteristics, such as social skills and a focus on relationships, confidence, 

goal-oriented behavior, self-sufficiency, and a positive outlook, and environmental factors, such 

as a positive relationship with an adult, warmth, personal safety, encouragement, opportunities 

to contribute to the community, and support of education and personal interests (see 

Henderson & Millstein, 2003, p. 9 for full listing). One goal of the present study was to provide 

practitioners with a range of possible strengths that may be present in their adolescent refugee 

clients. If adolescents can identify these characteristics within themselves, they may be 

empowered to discover qualities in themselves they can either strengthen or develop 

(Henderson & Millstein, 2003). These aspects of resiliency are certainly not exhaustive, but they 

provided the research team a starting point for identifying characteristics of resiliency in this 

study's population.  

 

Tree of Life Activity  

The Tree of Life (TOL) activity was initially created for community counselors working in 

southern Africa with vulnerable children, orphaned or otherwise impacted by HIV/AIDS (Ncube, 

2006). The counselors noticed that the traditional methods of therapy were exhausting the 

clients’ resources and a novel approach was desperately required. In 2005, a team from the 

Dulwich Centre Foundation, an Australian organization that develops, practices, and teaches 

narrative therapy (Dulwich Centre, n.d.), visited the Masiye Camp in Zimbabwe to explore how 

best to work with these children (Ncube, 2006). The Tree of Life metaphor was initially 

introduced by educators Ann Hope and Sally Timmel in their “Training for Transformation: A 

Handbook for Community Workers” (1984 as cited in Denborough, 2008). A tree must inhabit 

many strengths to withstand the storms and intense weather patterns that occur. In 

collaboration with David Denborough of the Dulwich Centre Foundation, Ncazelo Ncube (2006) 

took this idea and developed an exercise around this metaphor. The metaphor was useful in 

designing the Tree of Life exercise with this population and provided a foundation of identifying 

shelter and strength that would help the children to share their traumatic experiences in a 

manner that protected and reinforced their resources. Because this process does not require 

verbalization of traumatic memories, children who are not ready to discuss their history can still 

benefit from the process. As a result, this approach has been used with children who have 

experienced trauma and loss in a myriad of settings (Denborough, 2008; Hughes, 2013; 

Mendez & Cole, 2014; Ncube, 2006).  
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The TOL activity is a valuable tool for refugee adolescents to identify their strengths and 

existent coping skills. In this activity, facilitators first invite a discussion about what members 

know about trees and their parts (i.e., roots, trunk, branches, leaves, fruit, and seeds). They 

also explain how compost heaps are used to produce fertilizer. The facilitator then asks 

participants to draw a tree, using words and pictures in various parts of the tree to represent 

aspects of their lives. Recognizing that participants may recall aspects that have been an 

influence, but which they do not wish to be defining, facilitators instruct participants to put 

these aspects in their compost heap. The roots describe where participants come from (e.g., 

culture, language, country of origin), and the ground represents the participants’ lives in the 

present (e.g., where they live now, how they spend their time). The trunk portrays special 

skills; the leaves include important people (past or present, real or imaginary); and the fruit 

represents gifts (i.e., kindness and lessons) that have been given to them. Participants may also 

draw seeds left from the fruit to symbolize how they wish to impact the world. When all the 

drawings are complete, participants put their trees together to make a forest, and each 

participant writes words of encouragement or admiration on the other drawings. The facilitator 

concludes the activity by talking about how trees weather storms, encouraging participants to 

consider how they may be resilient in weathering the storms of life. 

 

Mendez and Cole (2014) concluded that the TOL activity facilitates a dialogue about families’ 

cultural values, beliefs, resources, strengths, and supports and is especially helpful in getting 

adolescents who are reluctant to share to open up because it allows their expression of feeling 

and experience. Furthermore, Ncube (2006) proposed that the TOL activity gives participants a 

sense of hope for the future by appreciating their skills and competencies. Using this approach, 

adolescents identify parts of their unique experiences to impact their resilience and to reach 

their goals. In Hughes' (2013) study, participants viewed the TOL activity as an educational 

project that reinforced their identity and transformed some aspects of their lives. 

 

The TOL activity is one example of how creative arts may be used in populations for whom a 

linguistic barrier is present. Davis (2010) discussed how artwork facilitates the organization of 

thinking and the expression of emotions for those who find it difficult to express themselves in 

English. Similarly, Hughes (2013) noted that language barriers make it “more difficult to 

develop trusting therapeutic relationships. Even where interpreters are used, this requires 

additional skills on the part of practitioners to make this effective” (p. 141). She found that the 

use of imagery in the TOL activity is helpful when verbal communication is limited.  
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To sum, the model of developmental assets and the resiliency literature, particularly Henderson 

and Millstein’s (2003) characteristics, provided the theoretical framework for the present study. 

The TOL activity was the creative mechanism by which the study’s participants self-identified 

these characteristics. In tandem, the two frameworks provided the research team with a 

method for discovering strengths and resources of one group of adolescent refugees. 

 

Method 

In effort to understand resiliency in adolescent refugees living in northeast Texas, the 

researchers led participants in the TOL activity as a tool to narrate their experiences and to 

identify existent coping strategies. The primary research question was “What are strengths and 

resources of adolescent refugees in northeast Texas?” Collective case studies involve the study 

of more than one instrumental case (Stake, 2005), allowing researchers to analyze specific 

aspects of a group. The researchers selected this methodology to explore self-perceptions of 

strengths in a group of adolescent refugees. Having a shared belief that each individual 

constructs his or her own reality within a social context, the research team adopted a social 

constructionist paradigm (Berger & Luckmann, 2007). Both collective case study methodology 

and social constructionist theory shaped the methodology of this study. 

 

Participants 

After obtaining approval through a university Institutional Review Board, the research team 

sought assistance from a counselor with a local charitable organization who works with refugees 

to learn more about the population and to recruit participants. The researchers used a 

purposive criterion sampling procedure (Patton, 2014) with the following criteria: (a) be a 

refugee between the ages of 13 to 21 years, (b) reside in northeast Texas, and (c) have 

classification as an “unaccompanied refugee minor” with the aforementioned charitable 

organization. After explaining the purpose and procedures for the study in English and Spanish, 

the researchers obtained informed consent and assent from both participants and the 

organization’s counselor who had guardian rights. 

 

A total of 16 participants ranged in age from 13 to 20 years. Fourteen of the youth came to 

Texas with a refugee designation, and the other two initially identified as state unaccompanied 

migrant children but received Special Immigrant Juvenile Status and were later reclassified as 

URMs. The participants came from six different countries and spoke seven different languages 

(in addition to more recent learning of English); their time in the United States ranged from 10 
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months to 6 years. Specific data are available in Table 1. Three participants resided in agency-

run foster homes, and the others were living in individual foster homes throughout the 

community. 

 

Table 1. Participant Demographics 

 Frequency Percent 

Gender 

   Female 

   Male 

 

5 

11 

 

31.25% 

68.75% 

Country of Origin 

   Burma  

   Congo 

   Eritrea 

   El Salvador 

   Honduras  

   Iraq 

 

5 

1 

7 

1 

1 

1 

 

31.25% 

06.25% 

43.75% 

06.25% 

06.25% 

06.25% 

First Language 

   Arabic 

   Karen 

   Rohingya 

   Spanish 

   Swahili 

   Thai 

   Tigringya 

 

1 

1 

3 

2 

1 

1 

7 

 

06.25% 

06.26% 

18.75% 

12.50% 

06.25% 

06.25% 

43.75% 

Length of time in U.S. 

   10 months 

   1 year 

   2 years 

   3 years 

   6 years 

 

1 

3 

10 

1 

1 

 

06.25% 

18.75% 

62.50% 

06.25% 

06.25% 

 

Research Team and Procedure 

The research team consisted of six females from the same university: two faculty members 

(one from educational psychology and one from counseling), two doctoral counseling students, 
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and two master-level counseling students. Concurrently, the researchers led Ncube and 

Denborough’s narrative TOL activity (Ncube, 2006) in three groups of five to six participants. 

The two doctoral students each guided a group through the TOL activity in English; in the third 

group, which included two Spanish-speaking participants who needed additional language 

support, the TOL activity was facilitated in both English and Spanish by one of the master-level 

students.  

 

The researchers assigned numbers to participants to protect their confidentiality. In each group, 

one researcher facilitated the activity while another researcher observed, wrote field notes, and 

digitally photographed the completed drawings. All members of the team participated in coding 

and analyzing the data.  

 

Data Analysis  

The TOL drawings served as artifacts, which may be considered a type of concept map overlaid 

on the metaphor of a tree. Concept maps “focus on the meaning associated with visual 

representations of experience, knowledge, perception, or memory” and can be defined as 

“graphical tool[s] for organizing and representing knowledge” (Wheeldon, 2010, p. 90). In this 

case, the TOL artifacts represented participants’ knowledge about themselves. The research 

team reviewed these artifacts using a process of open coding (i.e., noting themes that emerged 

in the concept maps) and then developed refined codes, useful for identifying categories and 

patterns in the data (Miles, Huberman, & Saladaña, 2013). The team based these refined codes 

on Henderson and Millstein's (2003) characteristics of resiliency, as the process of open coding 

revealed alignment between the data and Henderson and Millstein's framework. However, the 

research team further modified some codes to better fit the participants' wording. For example, 

Henderson and Millstein's positive view of the future characteristic became future orientation to 

reflect the diverse affect of participants' future-oriented statements. 

 

The research team sought consensus at each stage of analysis. Specifically, research team 

members wrote descriptions of drawings from groups other than those they facilitated or 

observed. Next, a member of the research team who had not been involved in data collection 

reviewed each drawing and written description, and she subsequently created an Excel 

spreadsheet which included key words/text for each drawing based on a part of the tree (e.g., 

trunk, leaves, fruit). Adding table cells of color observations, spatial observations, and other 

observations, the other four student researchers then reviewed each drawing and description 

and added their perceptions to the table. The resulting spreadsheet of keywords and text 
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served as a written transcript, which the entire research team reviewed and upon which they 

conducted axial and selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The research team conducted 

multiple rounds of analysis, in which each researcher color-coded and recoded the text, 

discussing any points of disagreement until they reached consensus. The researchers then 

imported the data into ATLAS.ti (Muhr, 2009), a qualitative data analysis software program, and 

used a process of classical content analysis (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007), counting the 

number of times each code appeared in the data to determine salient and significant themes: 

self-efficacy, values, and relationships. In some cases, participant responses received more than 

one code. For instance, the researchers coded “love and preach to the world” as both 

cooperation and altruism (a value) and future orientation (characteristic of self-efficacy). 

 

Trustworthiness 

Due to limited access to the participants and language barriers, checking with participants 

about the interpretations of the research team was not possible. However, the research team 

met multiple times to discuss interpretations of the data and reach consensus. Additionally, they 

kept an audit trail and code manual during the data collection and analysis process and 

provided a detailed account of their methodological selections. To support the credibility for this 

study, a case worker who regularly works with the adolescent refugee population validated the 

researchers’ interpretations. Finally, the researchers compared their interpretations of the data 

with findings of previous researchers.  

 

Findings 

The research team identified 16 codes in the qualitative analyses of participants’ drawings, and 

they organized these codes into three themes: (a) self-efficacy, (b) values, and (c) 

relationships. See Table 2 for the themes, frequency, and an example quotation of each code. 

Participants saw themselves as strong, competent, and hard-working, and these strengths 

provided self-efficacy, or a belief that participants can achieve their goals. Participant values, 

such as religion and education, constituted a second area of strength. Finally, the most 

frequently noted resources for participants were their relationships with others.  
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Table 2. Themes, Coding Frequency, and Example Quotations 

Themes and individual 

codes 

Frequency Example quotations 

Self-efficacy 86  

Assertive, impulse control, and 

good decision making  

9 my job ethics; patient 

Competence 2 one thing am good at is to play soccer; a coach asked me to join 

his team 

Future orientation 

 

43 I believe that I wil get my reward in some day; to not do that is 

going impact in the future 

Self-confidence 4 I’m good; confident 

Unique talents 

 

28 good at soccer and at cooking; soccer/football/basketball; like 

choir sing in church and school 

Values 67  

Altruism and cooperation 

 

16 keep your heart open for everyone; I went to cochg wold is to 

sotp people to do bad things; I can help people; make my 

Generacian better 

Autonomy/independence 

 

4 I have learned to rely on myself because everyone else has other 

things to do; we were self taught because no one taugh as how 

to play; able to help myself 

Education valued and promoted 33 study well in school; homework; go to college or university; get 

degrees 

Religion 5 I like going church; Islam; Evangelical 

Hard work 9 I got this idea from my heart; I just think about my past and I 

want to make it better, so I had the idea to improve my life 

Relationships 169  

At least one close relationship 

with an adult 

13 my case manager; [refugee service agency] is important 

(workers); my teachers 

Basic needs met 19 food, clothing; money; house; health 

Family 

 

72 I love family together; my mother and sisters are the important 

people in my life; foster parents 

Friendly/Has positive 

relationships 

29 I really love to play with friends; I want to be the one person 

anyone can rely on & come to; my Pats 

Emotional support 36 halp me breve; love; iencorage; helpful; rember in your heart 
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Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy refers to individuals' beliefs that they can accomplish their goals (Bandura, 1977). 

The participants showed several traits of self-efficacy, including the following: future 

orientation; competence; self-confidence; unique talents; and assertiveness, impulse control, 

and good decision making. Of these five strengthening aspects, the most common participant 

responses (43 instances) involved a future orientation. Having a future orientation included 

statements about dreams related to their desired professions, family goals, and qualities of self. 

Some participants used a future-focus regarding returning to their home countries and making 

future generations safer. The second most frequently-used code (28 instances) entailed 

participants’ own unique talents. Half of these recordings mentioned exercise or sports, with 

soccer being the most commonly noted. The last three self-efficacy categories of assertiveness, 

impulse control, and good decision making (nine instances); competence (two instances); and 

self-confidence (four instances) may also play a role in resilience, but the other two categories 

(future orientation and unique talents) seem to occur more frequently in participant responses.  

 

Values 

Values, as described by Remley and Herlihy (2016), both help individuals to define good 

behavior and influence behavior choices; some values are more important than others in the 

personal system. In their TOL drawings, the participants included several values which impacted 

their experiences and abilities to cope with the circumstances in their lives. The TOL drawings 

depicted 67 instances where attributes coded as values were mentioned. Altruism and 

cooperation, autonomy and independence, education valued and promoted, hard work, and 

religion were all categories of answers given for the prompt asking the participants to identify 

the fruit in their lives that they could add to the tree (see Appendix for full TOL instructions). 

The fruit represented gifts that were given by family members in the form of lessons or skills 

that helped them grow into the people they were at that time.  

 

Relationships 

In participants' drawings, references to family and other relationships showed up repeatedly 

(169 instances). Codes for this theme included: at least one close relationship with an adult, 

basic needs met, family, friendly/has positive relationships, and emotional support. Three of the 

codes pertained to specific relationships in the participants’ lives. Family was most frequently 
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mentioned (72 instances) and included both foster families and biological parents, siblings, and 

cousins. Other sources of support came from friends and non-family adults, such as teachers, 

coaches, and case workers. The other three codes indicated what these relationships provided 

for the participants. Some participants identified basic needs, such as clothing, shelter, and 

money being met, whereas other participants focused on emotional needs (e.g., love, care) 

being met.  

 

Discussion 

The research team identified three main categories of strengths and resources: self-efficacy, 

values, and relationships. Most of the codes that emerged within these categories align with 

both the developmental assets framework (Sesma, et al., 2005) and the profile of the resilient 

adolescent (Henderson & Millstein, 2003), as well as support a systems view (Masten, 2014b) of 

working with adolescent refugees.  

 

The most frequently noted resources among participants were their relationships with others, 

especially their relationships with families. In the developmental assets framework, family is a 

key external asset in the broader category of supports, along with other adult relationships, 

caring neighborhoods, and caring school climate (Sesma et al., 2005). Whereas some 

participants noted adults outside of family as sources of support, especially teachers, coaches, 

and their caseworkers, the participants in this study noticeably did not include more informal 

relationships in their neighborhoods as sources of support. As noted in Capps et al. (2015), 

language and cultural barriers often keep refugees on the outskirts of society. The participants 

in this study appeared to reflect these challenges in their drawings; although they had some of 

the external supports that are helpful for all adolescents, their refugee status may create 

challenges in terms of the types of neighborhood support that might fully round out their 

experience of external supports.  

 

Within the broader self-efficacy category, the research team identified several instances where 

participants noted their unique talents, many of which were in the domain of sports or 

participation in the performing arts. The presence of self-identified talents points again to the 

importance of schools and communities in providing adolescents with ways to constructively use 

their time; this is an external asset in the developmental assets framework (Sesma, et al., 

2005). For adolescent refugees, opportunities to participate in sports and in arts programs may 

be of particular importance as a mechanism for resilience, because these are often ways in 

which adolescents can more broadly connect with their communities.  
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Other strengths and resources identified in participants’ drawings may be classified as internal 

assets in the developmental assets framework. Codes related to self-efficacy were the second 

most frequent codes to occur in the drawings. The developmental assets framework classifies 

internal assets across four categories: commitment to learning, positive values, social 

competencies, and positive identity (Sesma et al., 2005). The most frequently noted code within 

the self-efficacy category was future orientation, which is also included in the positive identity 

category of the developmental assets framework. The frequency at which participants identified 

a future orientation for themselves is impressive given that the circumstances of many refugees 

could create a stronger orientation to survival in the present. The fact that a number of 

participants held a positive view of their futures, in spite of recent and current challenges, is 

certainly a mechanism of resiliency (Henderson & Millstein, 2003), and it also supports the 

authors’ contention that it may be helpful to think about the ways in which these adolescents 

are capable of moving beyond positive adaptation and to the goal of thriving that is articulated 

within the PYD framework (Lerner et al., 2003). Although it makes a lot of sense to target 

immediate needs when working with adolescent refugee clients, especially in the earliest days 

and weeks of transition into a new living environment, practitioners working with adolescents 

may also want to consider the ways in which they can help adolescent refugees develop or 

strengthen a positive orientation to the future as both a mechanism for resilience and a step on 

the path towards thriving. 

 

Similarly, within the broader values category of the present study, the research team most 

frequently identified education valued and promoted in the participants’ drawings. Again, this 

aligns with a category of internal assets from the developmental assets framework: 

commitment to learning (Sesma, et al., 2005). Like the presence of future orientation in the 

participants’ drawing, participants’ identification of the importance of education in their lives 

also serves as a reminder to those who work with adolescent refugees to consider more than 

their basic needs. Basic needs must be met, and, at the same time, these participants offer 

insight into their own needs to continue to develop at a higher level. Practitioners working with 

adolescent refugees may be able to offer support to their clients by helping them navigate the 

path to furthering their education in a new country and living environment. 

 

Implications for Practitioners 

The findings of this study suggest that the use of a creative arts activity—the TOL—facilitated 

the identification of several strengths and resources by adolescent refugees. Additionally, these 
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strengths and resources were then visually displayed for the participants in a way that showed 

how they were systemically related to each other. Practitioners working with this population 

may want to consider the ways in which the TOL may help adolescent refugees consider their 

own strengths and resources in relation to many aspects of their lives and stories. If resilience 

science and PYD are both systems approaches (Masten, 2014b), then the TOL offers a way to 

help adolescent refugees see the multiple components of the systems of which they are a part. 

Additionally, in line with PYD and more contemporary approaches to fostering the mechanisms 

of resilience, the use of the TOL allowed participants to focus on what is going well in their 

lives, rather than past adversity. Whether practitioners use the TOL or some other activity to 

facilitate conversation, one implication of this study is that adolescent refugees who are invited 

to focus on their strengths and resources will discover them. Not a single participant was unable 

to name a strength or resource in his or her life. The use of art may act as a way for adolescent 

refugees to express themselves in spite of language barriers (Davis, 2010); the art, rather than 

words, is a form of language with which they may feel more comfortable. Overall, practitioners 

may want to use approaches that combine visual creativity with a focus on strengths and 

resources as a way to help adolescent refugees overcome adversity and thrive. 

 

Study Limitations 

The findings of this study should be considered in light of three key limitations. First, for several 

participants, while solidly on the path to conversational English, language barriers were present 

as evidenced by struggles with vocabulary and written language skills. The research team 

included a Spanish-speaking member who provided language support for Spanish-speaking 

participants, but participants whose first language was something other than English or Spanish 

did not receive this sort of support. The TOL activity, while a drawing, also required participants 

to write several words, and there is a possibility that the richness of some data were lost as a 

result of participants not having the language skills to write what they wanted to communicate. 

As a result, there were fewer opportunities to include participant quotes in the analysis, as is 

commonly found in qualitative research. Although the creative modality served to break down 

communication barriers to some degree, the TOL activity should be conducted with strong 

language support in the client’s first language when possible.  

 

This study is also limited in its transferability by the wide range of participant ages within the 

adolescent years. Future work in this area should target more participants to provide greater 

delineation of strengths and resources at the different stages within adolescence (e.g., early, 

middle, late). Finally, the overall time that the research team spent with participants was low 
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and may not have been adequate for building the type of relational trust that would facilitate 

rich and complete responses to the TOL prompts. Especially if future work were to investigate 

the use of the TOL as an intervention with the adolescent refugee population, greater time to 

build trusting relationships would need to be allocated. 

 

Conclusion 

This report of a study of self-identified strengths and resources among adolescent refugees in 

northeast Texas through the use of the TOL activity showed that adolescent refugees identify 

for themselves many of the same strengths and resources as adolescents who are not refugees. 

Practitioners who help adolescents to leverage these assets are well-situated to foster resiliency 

and thriving among this population of young people. Creative activities, such as the TOL, may 

facilitate the discovery of strengths and resources in adolescent refugees, by which they may 

progress beyond survival of adversity to resiliency and thriving. 
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Appendix 

“Tree of Life” Script 

Tell me what you know about trees. (Paraphrase and validate all answers.) (Summarize all 

answers and add any missing information: tall, short, big, small, young, old, roots, shared 

roots, trunk, branches, the ground, green or different colors, leaves, fruit, water, sunlight, 

threats such as people or storms or fire or disease, etc.)  

 

For the rest of the hour we will each be drawing our own tree, in a very special way. You will 

have one piece of paper and can use all of these colored pencils. We will start by drawing a 

tree, any tree that you wish. Just make sure it has all the parts that we just talked about: roots, 

trunk, branches, leaves, and fruit. You can add any extras that you would like. It is important to 

draw each of these pieces of the tree because each part will represent something in your life 

and later we will be writing on each part. Compost heaps are often used to produce fertilizer for 

trees and plants. To represent your compost heap, draw a pile or container to the side of your 

drawing. Write down anything in your compost heap that is part of your background, but which 

you no longer want to define you. These can be places, people, problems, or experiences. 

 

Let’s begin. Draw your tree.  

 

Let’s think about what the roots mean. You will write words or draw pictures that represent 

where you come from. Your roots. Think about the country you come from. The town, city, or 

village. What language did you first know? What culture do you come from? Is there a family 

name or ancestry that you can think of? What about who has taught you the most in life? 

You’re most favorite place? Is there a favorite song or dance that you love? 

 

Now, let’s think about the ground means. You can write words or draw pictures that represent 

your life right now. Where do you live right now? How do you spend your day? School? Games? 

Friends? If I were to spend a day with you, what would be doing? What do you enjoy doing? 

 

You can go back to add to any part of your tree. You will probably get more ideas as we go on.  

 

Now, let’s think about what the trunk means. You can write words or draw pictures that 

represent your special talents. What are you good at? What skills do you have? What do the 

people in your life praise you for? I wonder who taught you those skills? Maybe you can 
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remember how you first learned or practiced these skills. If a memory or a person comes to 

mind, go ahead and add them too.  

 

Now, let’s think about the branches. You can write words or draw pictures that represent your 

hopes and dreams. What goals do you have for your life? What special wishes do you want to 

happen in your life? Do you have any of the same dreams as your family or friends? I wonder 

when these dreams first started? Who supports these dreams? Did someone give you the idea 

to have this dream? It can be hard to hold onto hopes and dreams. How do you keep holding 

onto your special hopes? 

 

Remember, you can go back to add to any part of your tree. You will probably get more ideas 

as we go on.  

 

Now, let’s think about what the leaves mean. You can write names or draw pictures of the 

people who are important to you. You might first think about your family and friends. Past or 

present. Living or not living. You can use heroes from a movie or book. A famous person that 

you admire. What about a beloved pet or imaginary friend? While thinking about these 

important names, write down any special memories that come to mind. If you think about a 

special moment with someone, just write that down next to their leaf.  

 

Now, let’s think about the fruit on your tree and what these mean. You can write or draw 

pictures that represent the gifts that have been given to you in life. These don’t have to be 

material gifts. What about kindness that has been given to you? Or love or care or help? It 

might be helpful to look at your roots or leaves and see if any special characteristics or traits 

have been passed on to you. Did you learn patience from someone in your family? That’s a gift 

they gave you. People give gifts for a reason. I wonder what the givers in your life appreciate 

about you that makes them want to give you gifts.  

 

Now, I wonder if your fruit could leave behind some seeds. Draw some seeds from your fruit. 

Let’s think about what these seeds could mean. You can write or draw pictures that represent 

the legacies you wish to leave behind. What impact do you want to leave on others? How do 

you wish to change the world? These might be similar or different to the fruit on your tree.  

 

Now, take your tree of your life and let’s make a forest of life by taping them together up on 

this wall. (Provide tape, but don’t direct the placement of trees.) Look at these beautiful trees. 

They make a strong and vibrant forest together! Take a few minutes to look at each other’s 
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trees. Let us honor each other’s trees of life by choosing one or more trees that are different 

from your own and writing some words of encouragement, appreciation, or support.  

 

This is a strong forest of trees and each tree is different but somehow connected to the other 

trees. Let’s think about some of those threats to forests and trees we mentioned earlier. Let’s 

think about what the storms mean. You can write or draw a picture of a storm that represents a 

problem or threat in your life. Take your picture back so you can draw on it again. 

 

(Say this part while they are drawing the storms.) Are trees vulnerable to these storms? Yes. Is 

it correct to say that just like trees, children are sometimes vulnerable to life storms? Yes. But 

just like trees, children are not at fault for the storms in their life. And just like children, trees 

are strong and can make it through storms. Now, write or draw a picture that represents how 

you have successfully responded to a storm in your life. Put this near the storm you drew on 

your paper. You might use things that are already on your tree for this part or maybe you’ll 

think of a new way you want handle storms in life.  
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