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Unified by a shared vision of a child and family service system

that promotes resilience to counteract the impact of childhood

adversity and trauma, West Michigan Partnership for Children

(WMPC) and child welfare system partners in Kent County,

Michigan began a three-year process of implementing the

Sanctuary Model in October 2019.

Calling ourselves the Kent Coalition for Family Resilience

(KCFR), WMPC and our consortium member private foster

care agencies; the Michigan Department of Health and Human

Services (MDHHS); the Kent County Circuit Court – Family

Division; Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) of Kent

County; and the community mental health provider, Network

180 received a five-day training from the New York-based

Sanctuary Institute February 24 –28, 2020. 

We chose the Sanctuary Model as it has been effective in com-

munities, systems, organizations, and programs throughout the

nation in developing a shared framework for understanding

trauma, informing policy development, and influencing behav-

ior change resulting in improved child and family outcomes.

The Sanctuary Model is designed to assist human service organ-

izations with creating an organizational culture that promotes

healing and recovery from trauma and adversity for those within

the organization as well as those it serves. 

The model was created by Dr. Sandra Bloom and her colleagues

in the early 1980s and is recognized as an evidence-informed

practice by the federal government’s mental health organization

(SAMHSA). The Sanctuary Model is built on four foundational

pillars which include: 1) a theoretical basis in trauma theory that

provides a lens for understanding behavior, 2) a philosophy for

creating safe environment through adherence to seven commit-

ments, 3) a trauma-informed problem-solving framework, and

4) a set of practical tools known as the Sanctuary Tool Kit.

When we were meeting two months ago, we had no idea we’d

be applying the model’s commitments and tools to our commu-

nity’s response to an international pandemic in just two weeks.

Here we are, with our state under an Executive Stay Home, Stay

Safe order, trying to balance our mission of ensuring the safety

and well-being of our community’s children and families while

taking care of our own, and upholding our responsibilities to not

contribute to further spread of COVID-19.

Weathering this pandemic is akin to a marathon rather than a

sprint. We are still in the midst of ongoing trauma and adversity

and likely will be for some time. For many, the unknown that

comes from the loss of the ordinary and predictable leads to dis-

tress. Many families have lost wages and as their resources are

shrinking their stress increases. As we draw upon theoretical

underpinnings of trauma theory, we recognize that trauma pulls

us out of our rational prefrontal cortex and activates our primi-

tive survival brain that serves to keep us safe when threat is

detected. Thus it is common and expected that we develop

increased levels of discomfort, anxiety, fear, detachment, help-

lessness, and hypervigilance in response to this pandemic.

These are all normal responses to the abnormal state we are in.

These responses should not be seen as a signal that something is

wrong with us, but rather as a natural response to what is hap-

pening to us and around us.

As we continue to shelter-in-place and search for a guidepost in

navigating the uncertainty that surrounds us, the Seven

Commitments of the Sanctuary Model help us attend to the pres-

ent and illuminate a path toward the future.  

The Seven Commitments of the Sanctuary Model are:

Nonviolence/Safety, Emotional Intelligence, Social Learning,

Democracy, Open Communication, Social Responsibility, and

Growth & Change. The Sanctuary Institute teaches that ‘change

is loss,’ and we are all mourning a variety of losses – the loss of

freedom, income, connections, relationships, routine, pre-

dictability and the ordinary—to name a few. Yet, as we lean in

and apply the Sanctuary Commitments, we are able to evaluate

our current thoughts, feelings, and behaviors and begin to focus

on the future and experience growth and hope.

Many have already demonstrated a commitment to

Nonviolence/Safety by adhering to the social distancing guide-

lines set forth by public health experts and elected officials in

order to slow the spread of the virus and to keep each other and

those most vulnerable safe. Maintaining our physical distance

can certainly disrupt our social relationships and connections

with others which are also critical for our sense of safety. We are

social beings and our natural sense of safety comes from con-

nections with other human beings. Maintaining healthy attach-

ment relationships and social connections while responsibly

maintaining our physical distance is critical during the days,

weeks, and possibly months ahead.

Social distancing is an important part of our collective Social

Responsibility – which recognizes that each person’s actions

have an impact on others and therefore requires individual

responsibility for our actions. Staying home and avoiding close

contact with others can therefore be viewed as a choice rather

than a directive, and it’s a choice that has a direct impact on the

well-being of others and the long-term outcome of this pandem-

ic. 

FFinding Sanctuary 
in a Time of Uncertainty: 

a Trauma-Informed Response to COVID-19
By Kristyn Peck, MSW & Brad VanDenend, LMSW

Foster Focus Contributors



Social Responsibility also looks like car-

ing for those in our community who are

most vulnerable during this pandemic, by

providing groceries and meals if we are

well and able, by donating to organiza-

tions that provide for basic needs if we

have the means to do so, and by checking

in by phone and webconference to main-

tain social connectivity. 

While stressful times can put us in a

scarcity mindset, leading to decreased

creativity and risk-based decision-mak-

ing, Social Learning focuses us on col-

laborative thinking and problem solving

through exposure to other’s perspectives

and ideas. Recognizing that none of us

are as smart as all of us, learning from

and with each other may just be what gets

us through this unprecedented time. 

Social Learning can spur innovation in

the workplace as organizations must

adapt to the new normal. Social Learning

looks like social media pages full of cre-

ative things to do at home with your chil-

dren, and virtual get-togethers with fam-

ily and friends. So share ideas, big and

small, and don’t be afraid to borrow from

the creativity of others.

During times of stress and uncertainty

our active minds can fill the spaces creat-

ed by the unknown with our deepest

fears and worst-case scenarios. We can

look to the principle of Democracy

which requires active participation for

everyone’s voice to be heard. This looks

like frequent and transparent communi-

cation within organizations, teams, and

within your family to provide space for

everyone to share what’s on their mind

and discuss current realities. The com-

munity created by practicing Democracy

reminds us that we are all in this togeth-

er.

Trauma and adversity can lead to help-

lessness and isolation. Emotional

Intelligence is about managing our emo-

tions so we don’t hurt ourselves or oth-

ers. The stress and uncertainty of this

worldwide pandemic have led to a range

of emotions and certainly periods of dis-

comfort. It is common to avoid uncom-

fortable emotions, opting instead to keep

busy and create as much predictability

and normalcy as possible. While this is

an important coping skill, those of us

who are ‘helpers’ are often inclined to

push through while neglecting our own

thoughts and emotions. In the spirit of

Emotional Intelligence, find time to

pause and acknowledge your thoughts

and emotions. Your feelings are all nor-

mal responses… so be compassionate

with yourself. Don’t hesitate to Openly

Communicate with a trusted loved one,

friend, or co-worker and resist the

silence, secrecy, and shame that often

accompanies trauma. 

What may feel vulnerable to you just

might be received as a strength and/or

permission for the other person to also be

vulnerable. It is often the awareness and

recognition of our emotions that keeps us

from getting stuck and overwhelmed and

allows us to create responses that truly

meet our needs.

We are in the midst of a collective trauma

and all experiencing varying degrees of

loss and disorientation. We can

empathize with each other because we

are in this together. We understand the

collective feelings of stress, distress, iso-

lation, loneliness, and fear because we

feel them ourselves. Perhaps this under-

standing will lead to an increased aware-
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ness of what youth served in the child welfare system have experienced – often all on their own – in secret and in isolation. And

perhaps this awareness will lead to a collective growth in how we support and care for these youth. This pandemic will come to

an end and life will again resemble the ordinary we once took for granted. And while the hurt of trauma occurs in the context of

relationships, so the healing occurs within relationships. 

While we are craving relationships in the midst of this pandemic, our youth are also desperate for healthy relationships to foster

healing, hope, and growth.
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