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Becoming a Sanctuary Culture at YWCA Utah 
 
Dear YWCA Staff, 
Our YWCA is filled with dedicated women and men who care deeply about the YWCA mission and about the women 
and families we serve, educate, and benefit every day. I am proud to work by your side, and proud of what staff, 
volunteers, and friends have accomplished together.  
 
Where we were 
Five years ago, as we approached the 40th anniversary of establishing the first domestic violence shelter in Utah in 
1976, YWCA leadership asked two questions: first, how can we reach a new level of excellence in serving adult and 
child trauma survivors? Second, how can we better address the emotional impact of trauma-related work on YWCA 
staff and on the organization as a whole?  
 
Three years ago, with the knowledge and support of our Board of Directors and major donors, YWCA Utah became the 
first organization in Utah—and the first YWCA in the U.S.—to embark on a long-term journey to implement and embed 
the trauma-informed, trauma-responsive Sanctuary Model as the foundation of our organizational culture. Our first 
milestone is the certification process, which we began in mid-2016 and are working to complete by early 2020. 
 
We knew when we began the process that the change we sought was both deep and difficult, that it would require 
attention in the midst of already demanding work, and that it could bring organizational disruption. Our intention 
was to transform ourselves so that we could offer a healing and transformational environment to others. We believed 
that effective change could not occur unless it happened “from the inside out”—beginning with staff self-awareness 
and education then rippling out to those we serve, educate, and benefit. We also knew that the model did not 
explicitly integrate the YWCA’s mission commitment to racial justice. We resolved to use the Sanctuary framework to 
address this gap so we could more effectively address the historical trauma and legacy of racism on individual, 
institutional, and structural levels. 
 
Where we are now 
In mid-2019, as we move toward certification in early 2020, it seems the right time to invite reflection on the progress 
we have made since we began adopting Sanctuary as our operating model. A Sanctuary culture, we have learned, 
rests on four pillars: knowledge and understanding of trauma theory; shared value commitments; a process to 
nurture and strengthen healthy relationships; and a set of practical tools to bring the model to life in daily work.  
 
Trauma theory teaches us that the negative effects of severe trauma on a person’s physical, emotional, and spiritual 
well-being can be profound and long lasting—and that they influence the health and well-being of families, 
workplaces, and communities. We have learned about “traumatic re-enactment”—where trauma stories are told and 
retold within a “drama triangle” of rescuer, victim, and persecutor—and about how important it is to recognize when 
re-enactment is taking place, to step away from the triangle, and to rescript these roles into the coach, creator, and 
challenger of the “empowerment triangle” so healing can begin. We have also learned about a common group 
phenomenon called “collective disturbance,” which is a parallel process that arises when strong emotion in an 
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individual or group becomes disconnected from its real cause and attaches to unrelated events and interactions. 
Once the right connection is made, it becomes possible to move forward to address the underlying issue. 
  
Our shared Sanctuary commitments express the values and the qualities we want to demonstrate in our YWCA 
community. They include nonviolence, emotional intelligence, social learning, democracy, open communication, 
social responsibility, and growth and change. The YWCA is a human community and each one of us is imperfect—but 
we have resolved to learn together what these commitments mean for us and to be guided by them in our daily work 
together.  
 
We are also learning to use the SELF framework, which helps us manage the stress and challenge of daily work and 
focus on restoration and resilience. This shared language helps create safety, manage emotions, process loss, and 
create a hopeful future—both in our work with trauma survivors and other program participants, and with one 
another in mutually supportive, mutually accountable working relationships. 
 
And finally, we are learning to use a set of 10 practical tools that will help us create and maintain Sanctuary culture. 
One of them, for example, brings Sanctuary to life through psychoeducation for women and children who live here as 
well as for young children in our school. Another helps us creatively and constructively manage disagreement and 
challenge. A third encourages self-care within daily work life so that we can better attend to the needs of others. 
 
Where we are going 
Business consultant William Bridges and his colleagues have taught us that organizational transition involves three 
phases, all of which are needed for a transition to succeed: (1) ending phase – letting go of old ways and identities, 
which involves dealing with losses; (2) “neutral zone” phase – experiencing the “dangerous” and “opportune” time 
that is the core of the transition process, a time when the old is gone but the new isn’t fully in place and when critical 
realignments and opportunities for creativity and renewal occur; and (3) new beginning phase – emerging from 
transition, which involves new identity, energy, and sense of purpose (2016). In the first three years of implementing 
Sanctuary the YWCA has experienced endings and losses as well as the excitement, confusion, impatience, anxiety, 
resistance, and increased staff turnover characteristic of the neutral zone. We are now catching glimpses of new 
beginnings and starting to experience how differently and better we can do our work, in the company of many 
colleagues throughout the YWCA who care deeply about our mission and successful future. 
 
A Sanctuary culture is one in which the women and families we serve, educate, and benefit are the center of our care 
and attention; where trauma survivors find understanding and compassionate support in a supportive, empowering  
environment; where staff care about one another’s well-being and encourage work performance to the highest 
standards; and where imperfect people strive to build a healthy, purposeful community that can be a force for good 
in a world in which so many long for peace, justice, freedom, and dignity for all.  
 
Our journey along this path has not been easy. We knew it wouldn’t be. We couldn’t have known when we began 
which shape our particular challenges would take and how strongly our resolve would be tested. But here we are, 
three years later, beginning to see and taste a different future, and working together to create a Sanctuary culture 
that will be a healthy, supportive foundation for the YWCA’s mission-based work for years to come.  
 
Thank you for your courage and perseverance in journeying so far, even though you didn’t know what lay ahead. 
We will continue to learn, grow, change, and create our hopeful future together. 
With respect and affection, 
Anne 


