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SAFETy
KEEP YOUR MINISTRY SAFE BY
CAREFULLY SELECTING AND
TRAINING WORKERS

Do you have a strong worker screening process, consistent check-in
and check-out procedures, and regular training for nursery workers?
Policies and procedures—applied consistently—can help create a
safe haven for the little ones your ministry serves.
One Sunday morning in a small Michigan community, a young woman visits a
church for the first time. She’s not there for the worship service, rather she hopes to
volunteer in the nursery. Staff members don’t recognize her, and she leaves before
they can learn anything about her.
Later that morning, the woman tries to volunteer at another church in the area, but
the nursery supervisor there turns her away. Finally, she goes to her home church,
where she is a registered volunteer, and manages to take an 11-month-old child
from the building.

Nursery Safety (continued)
A routine roster check alerts volunteers that the child is

Valley in Arizona. “But, statistics show that they’re happen-

missing. They find the parents in the sanctuary to ask if

ing at church, and ministries need to be alert and prepared

either of them has taken the child—but they haven’t. The

to do everything they can to protect the church, especially

police are called.

the children in their care.”

The young woman is suspected of kidnapping. When

Select Help Carefully

authorities search her home, they find the child, unharmed.

Ministries need to carefully scrutinize all individuals who

Authorities learn that she told a fellow volunteer that the

work with their children.

baby was fussy and she was taking her into the hall to calm
her down.

When ministries don’t have a consistent, objective process
to decide who will work in the nursery and other children’s

People assume churches are safe havens. In reality, they are

areas, a child may end up alone with an abuser or may be

vulnerable to the same risks as any public place—medical

taken by someone who isn’t their custodial parent or guard-

emergencies, domestic violence, missing children, and dis-

ian. In fact, Johnson says churches provide more opportuni-

traught or violent people. Even small congregations, where

ties for unsupervised or inappropriate contact with a child

people seem to know one another, are not immune.

than many other organizations that care for children.

The woman in this report had attended her church for

One way a church can respond to the need for more security

seven years and passed the church’s required background

is to strengthen its screening process—reducing risks to the

checks to be a nursery volunteer. The church had never

ministry and the children in its care. Keep the following four

experienced problems with her. But, not everyone who is

things in mind when deciding if a volunteer is the right fit for

potentially dangerous has a criminal background, nor is the

your children’s ministry.

risk they pose to the ministry always apparent.
1. Require an application.
“Many ministries still operate under the assumption that
bad things won’t happen at church,” says Bob Johnson,
Director of Safety and Security at Christ’s Church of the

Include questions that ask applicants to document:
•

Previous experience working with children, including
locations, dates, and references.

•

Arrests, accusations, or convictions for any reason,
especially for crimes involving children.

•

Participation in, or convictions or accusations of,
abuse or sexual misconduct.

•

Traits or tendencies that might pose a threat to
children, youth, or others.

2. Conduct a background check.
Complete a thorough criminal background check on every
person you consider for a position in the nursery or any
other children’s area. Require every candidate to complete a
form giving your ministry permission to conduct the check.

Churches need to be prepared to do everything they can
to protect the children in their care.
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CRIMINAL BACKGROUND CHECKS
3. Require personal references.
Request at least two independent references from each
applicant and contact each one. Also investigate the individual’s conduct outside the church, at work, or in other roles
where he or she has worked with children.
4. Hold a face-to-face interview with the potential volunteer.
This gives a better sense of who the person is and how he or
she behaves around people.
Johnson recommends using this time to have a trained interviewer ask difficult questions, such as whether someone has
ever experienced abuse or has any addictive behaviors that
A safe nursery program starts with screening potential
workers. Conducting a criminal background check is a key
step in the process, as it can help ministry leaders discover
past behavior that a person might otherwise conceal.
Consider these background screening tips:
1. Use a reputable service. A dependable background
screening provider will obtain county, state, and
federal criminal records from accurate, original
sources. It also will have a good reputation backed
by positive referrals from trustworthy clients.
2. Check everyone. All nursery workers should
undergo a background check, whether they’re paid
staff members or volunteers.
3. Get written permission. Federal law requires
employers to receive written permission from
employees and volunteers before they pursue a
criminal background check.

would affect their working with children. He says to make it
a conversation, not a confrontation.
Because of the sensitive nature of some of the questions,
Johnson also says it’s a good idea for men to interview men,
and women to interview women. “In all circumstances,” he
says, “let candidates know that they should be honest about
their past. While their story will be considered, it should not
automatically disqualify them from serving in the children’s
ministry.”
Be aware that several states have legal restrictions about
asking a person whether they were a victim of child abuse.
Have a local attorney review your application and screening
procedures, including the questions you ask applicants.

Safe Supervision
Because the woman in Michigan had an opportunity to be

4. Double check. Compare Social Security numbers
and addresses to make sure the person in the
background check is the same person you
interviewed. Mix-ups can occur.

alone with a child, she was able to leave with one who was

5. Make a decision. If the background screening
turns up a criminal record, decide if the offenses
disqualify the person from working at your
ministry. Consider using the same criteria that the
local school system uses in similar situations. Call
the school district or an attorney to find out more.

chance of neglect and provide accountability if false allega-

not her own.
A child supervision policy is needed to help reduce the
tions are made against childcare workers.
At least two screened adults should be present in each
nursery and children’s classroom, no matter how few children there are. Younger children will need more supervision,
requiring a higher adult-to-child ratio.

Brotherhood Mutual Insurance Company
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Nursery Safety (continued)
Generally, the following supervision ratios work well in
nursery settings:
• Infant (0-6 months): Two babies to one adult
• Crawlers (6-12 months): Three crawlers to one adult
• Toddlers (12-18 months): Four toddlers to one adult
• Walkers (18-36 months): Five or six walkers to one adult
Also, consider these guidelines:
• Use teens as support staff only. Do not leave a
teenager alone to care for children, and require that
they go through the same application process as

Brotherhood Mutual
Safety Webinars

everyone else (with a parent or guardian’s permission).
• Keep the nursery visible. To increase visibility, leave
the door open with a gate across it, install windows,
or monitor the room with video cameras.
• Stick together. Do not change a baby’s diaper in an
isolated area, or take a child to the restroom alone.
Take a group of children and prop open the door, or
design your nursery area to include a restroom.
• Stop visitors. Only allow scheduled volunteers into

Coming soon! Watch for info about these webinars:
• Pastoral Counseling and Criminal Liabilities (presented
by Richard Hammar)
• Minimum Wage, Overtime, and More: Is Your Ministry
FLSA-Compliant?
• Carry and Conceal Gun Laws and the Use of Armed
Security at Church (presented by Richard Hammar)
• The Top 5 Legal Trends for Ministries

the nursery area. Ministry leaders should regularly

Or Browse Our “Webinars On-Demand” archive:

review and retrain volunteers to observe any changes in

• Building a Church Safety and Security Team

behavior over time, and to keep the staff sharp and in
tune with ministry policy.

Have a Check-In/Check-Out Plan
A successful child check-out starts with a quality child
check-in system. In fact, it’s one of the best policies a child-

• Background Screening for Ministry Workers
• Church Fraud: Keeping Thieves and Embezzlers
Out of Church Finances
• Prevent Payroll Mistakes—What Churches
Need to Know

care ministry can have in place to keep a child safe. It gives
parents peace of mind, and enables volunteers to return
children safely to the right people.
When parents check their children into the nursery,
consider the following interactions to help build their confidence in your child-care ministry’s ability to safely care for
their children.

confusion or frustration by giving parents or guardians an
outline of how you will care for every child in the nursery.
2. Ask parents for information.
On their first visit to the nursery, ask parents or guardians
to complete a child care form listing their name, their child’s

1. Provide a copy of your policy.

name, address, and contact information. Ask about allergies

Be upfront about how your nursery is managed, including

or special instructions the parents may have for their child,

check-in and check-out procedures. This helps avoid any

as well as who is authorized to take their child.
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3. Give parents an ID tag.

Positive Outcome

Matching identification tags for the parents and the child is

Parents respond well to consistently applied child care poli-

the best method to make sure the right person picks up a

cies. Christ’s Church of the Valley has received positive

child. ID tags keep a volunteer from making a judgment call

feedback from parents for the safety measures their nursery

when releasing a child because parents aren’t allowed to

program implemented in 2012. In fact, Johnson says more

leave with the child unless they have a matching tag.

parents feel comfortable leaving their children in the care of
nursery volunteers during service than ever before.

4. Update information regularly.
Have someone on your staff trained to regularly ask par-

“Many families that came to visit and became members

ents to update or re-confirm the names of adults who are

have told us that it’s obvious that we are actively looking out

allowed to remove their child from the nursery.

for the safety of their children,” Johnson says. “It was one of
the reasons they chose us as their home church.

Just knowing the face and name of both parents isn’t
enough. Every year, there are reports of non-custodial par-

“A safe nursery is one of the best investments your ministry

ents, or people like the woman from Michigan, taking chil-

can make,” says Johnson. “It helps build a safety mindset

dren. An organized child-claim system is a proven process

that benefits the entire church.”

that lets parents and guardians know their children are in
the care of people who have safety in mind.

For more information about nursery and child safety, including a video series, visit the online Safety Library on
brotherhoodmutual.com.

2012 Annual report
Our Story of 2012
For the first time, our annual report is available in a
digital format. Go online to:
• Watch a video message from our Chairman and
President Mark Robison.
• Review the company’s financial performance.
• Read testimonials from customers like you.
• See photos from our corporate mission program,
Brotherhood Works.
• Download a PDF version of the financial information.

Go online to read our story of 2012.
Find it at brotherhoodmutual.com/AnnualReport

Brotherhood Mutual Insurance Company
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Emergency Readiness
in the Nursery
Having an emergency response plan can help
volunteers respond well to crises that may
happen in the church nursery.
When an emergency happens in a church nursery, a good plan
can ensure that workers respond calmly and efficiently. Create
a plan for responding to a variety of situations—from injuries
to evacuations.

Your Emergency Plan
Consider the following as you prepare your emergency
response plan:
•

How to safely evacuate crib-bound babies and toddlers.

•

Designating an alternate building, and transportation to
it, to temporarily house children after an evacuation if
outdoor conditions are unsuitable.

•
•

Providing accommodations for children with disabilities
or other special considerations.

in charge of the kits during an emergency.

Train, Review, Update, Communicate
Nursery staff and volunteers should be trained regularly to

Communicating the plan to parents and explaining how

ensure that everyone understands the plan. Periodic drills are

they will be reunited with their children.

a good way to train ministry workers and children so that an

Remember Supplies
Assemble a first-aid kit and tools that nursery workers might
need in an emergency. Include such items as:
•

Cell phone or two-way radio

•

Attendance list to help with roll call

•

Flashlights and extra batteries

•

Camera

•

Contact information for family members of children and
staff members

•

Children’s emergency information

•

Children’s medications

•

Hand sanitizer or disinfectant

•

Extra diapers, wet wipes, and tissues

•

Formula and bottles for infants

•

Bottled water and disposable cups

•

Blankets

•

Toys and books

Include a checklist of kit items in the emergency plan, as
well as the location of each kit. Keep a list of people who are

6

responsible for checking for expired items, and those who are
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actual emergency situation isn’t the first time they put the
plan into practice.
Review your emergency plan on a regular basis and make sure
your ministry’s attorney and local first responders approve the
plan each time it is updated. Your plan also should be printed
for quick reference and saved digitally for long-term use.
Church leaders can help integrate the plan into the church’s
larger emergency response plan. Parents will appreciate
knowing how they will be reunited with their children in the
event of a disaster.

Safety Videos online
We’ve added four new videos to the growing collection in
our Safety Library on brotherhoodmutual.com. Our newest
series focuses on the church nursery, and includes:
• General safety
• Supervision

• Sanitation
• Emergency response

Go online to watch today!
Brotherhood Mutual Insurance Company

Reporting Child Abuse

“

KNOW THE LAWS IN YOUR AREA

It’s critical to understand that if someone alleges abuse, you may
be required by law to report that—even if you are a volunteer.”
KATHLEEN TURPIN, J.D., vice president of human resources
Brotherhood Mutual Insurance Company

W

hat happens when a child needs removal from
an abusive situation? Reporting child abuse or
neglect may be uncharted territory for many,
but nursery workers must understand their
responsibilities with this serious issue.
Mandatory child abuse reporting laws vary from state to state.
Contact a local attorney to clarify local laws and determine how
they apply to your ministry. An attorney also should be able to
help you develop written procedures to help nursery workers
understand and comply with reporting laws. These procedures
should include the chain of communication
for reporting:
•

Does the nursery worker go to a supervisor first?

•

Who sends the report to the proper law enforcement
authorities?

•

What information should be included in the report?

Once your ministry has these procedures in writing, thoroughly
train nursery workers (and retrain them periodically) to follow
the procedures. Also, inform the congregation of any new
policies so parents understand the care their children
are receiving.

Recognizing Signs of Abuse
Some of the symptoms generally associated with abuse, such
as bruises or aggressive behavior, may not be a result of actual
abuse or neglect. Even so, if there is reasonable suspicion of
abuse or neglect, the church representative should pass the
information to the proper agency and let law enforcement
officers investigate the claim’s legitimacy.

Brotherhood Mutual Insurance Company

“It’s critical to understand that if someone alleges abuse,
you may be required by law to report that—even if you are a
volunteer,” says attorney Kathleen Turpin, vice president of
human resources at Brotherhood Mutual Insurance Company.
“It’s better to have the situation investigated than to take a
chance that there’s abuse and leave a child at risk.”
In addition to law enforcement, ministry leaders should
inform the church’s attorney and insurance provider anytime
they report a case of child abuse. The church’s attorney and
insurance provider can help gather information should the
ministry needs to defend itself in court.
The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services offers
state-specific reporting information on their website,
childwelfare.gov. For more information on state and local
laws that address reporting and responding to child abuse and
neglect, contact a local attorney.
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