
CHURCHES AND YOUTH PROGRAMS: PROTECTING CHILDREN AND 

PROTECTING THE CHURCH 

 

If a church1 has a related school, a daycare center, youth sports programs, a children’s choir, or 

some other type of youth ministry, there necessarily will be interaction between church personnel 

or volunteers and children.  Children are, and will always be, a vulnerable population.  News 

stories featuring horrific allegations of sexual misconduct with, or molestation of, children can 

be found involving churches of nearly every faith.  Consequently, it is important that every 

church take steps to protect the children participating in its youth programs and to protect the 

church.   

 

Training 

 

Every church should have in place a training program focused on reporting obligations and 

reducing the risk of potential liability to the church.  For example, Maryland statutory law 

provides that any person “who has reason to believe that a child has been subjected to abuse or 

neglect shall notify the local [social services] department or the appropriate law enforcement 

agency.”  Md. Code, Family Law § 5-705 (emphasis added).  Thus, it is a legal obligation to 

make such a report.  The church should have, and training also should include, church policies 

on use of social media and children.  For example, there should be written policies regarding 

adult personnel or volunteers becoming Facebook friends with children in any program run by 

the church or DMing (direct messaging) such children.  There should be training regarding 

contact between personnel or volunteers and children outside of the regular program hours or 

locations.  This includes training regarding transporting children in church or private vehicles.  

There should be specific training on what constitutes appropriate physical and verbal interactions 

between adult personnel or volunteers and children.  Although training may be in person, via 

video, or computer-based, in-person training is the only type of training that allows the trainees 

to pose questions and scenarios.  In addition, training should be periodically updated.      

 

Background Checks 

 

Best practices require that a criminal background check be performed on all adults who will have 

contact with children, whether clergy, laypersons, paid staff, or volunteers.   Although, 

hopefully, such allegations will never be made, the church should have a protocol for how to deal 

with potential allegations of misconduct against personnel or volunteers.  Failure to have a plan 

in place beforehand may lead to persons making mistakes and exercising poor judgment however 

well-intended.  News stories from across the country have shown that how an institution 

investigates and handles allegations of abuse and alleged abusers is of equal importance to the 

preventative measures that were taken.  

 

Insurance 

 

Every church should evaluate its current insurance to determine if there are policies in place that 

would cover potential claims related to allegations of inappropriate behavior towards children – 

 
1 In this piece “church” refers to any place of worship of any faith, e.g., church, synagogue, mosque, or temple.  



sexual misconduct liability coverage.  Such insurance is for the protection of children and the 

church.  It likely will provide coverage for defending and settling lawsuits.  

 

Unacceptable Excuses 

 

Despite the potential for devastating consequences for children served by the church, the 

church’s reputation, and the church itself, there are still frequent reasons (whether spoken or 

unspoken) why church’s fail to take the proper precautions.  As seen below, each excuse if 

unacceptable.     

 

Excuse: Those type of things wouldn’t happen here.     

Response: There is a potential for misconduct to happen at every church or other program that 

works with children.  

 

Excuse: We’ve never had any problems like this in the past. 

Response: Because such problems are rarely public knowledge, at most, a church can say only 

that it does not know of any prior incidents.  Furthermore, the lack of prior misconduct is no 

excuse for not attempting to prevent future misconduct. 

 

Excuse: Everyone at our church knows each other. 

Response: “Stranger danger” is largely a myth.  Studies show that most offenses are committed 

by persons known to the children.  Perpetrators may be well-known and generally beloved 

ministers, coaches, advisers, etc. 

 

Excuse: Background checks and training are too expensive. 

Response: The potential harm to children and the church always outweighs the monetary cost of 

background checks and training. 

 

For help in assessing potential risks, creating policies and protocol, and training, contact:  

 

Anthony P. Ashton 

Baxter, Baker, Sidle, Conn & Jones P.A. 

120 E. Baltimore Street, Suite 2100 

Baltimore, MD  21202 

(410) 230-3802 

 

Anthony is a civil litigator whose practice involves the representation of individuals and 

corporations in lawsuits involving contract disputes, real estate, torts, class actions, consumer 

protection statutes, shareholders’ rights and fiduciary duties of officers and directors.  He also 

represents and advises educational and religious institutions and their Boards. Anthony is a 

problem-solver who understands his clients’ businesses, working with each client’s individual 

goals to resolve issues and bring about their desired results. Prior to becoming a lawyer, Anthony 

was a teacher and guidance counselor in public and private schools. He prides himself on 

working well with persons from every walk of life and many and varied types of businesses. 
 

 



 


