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Why Faith-Based Organisations
Often Struggle with Safeguarding
— and what to do about it

 

Faith-based organisations — churches, mission agencies, faith-based NGOs, and religious 
schools — do some of the most significant child protection work in the world. They are often 
present in communities that no other provider reaches, offering long-term relational presence, 
community trust, and pastoral care that formal systems cannot replicate.

And yet, when we look at the international evidence on institutional safeguarding failures, faith-
based contexts appear with troubling frequency. Understanding why is not a criticism of faith 
communities. It is the first step toward addressing vulnerabilities that are real, specific, and 
addressable.

ClearPath reviews draw on the Thirtyone:eight safeguarding framework alongside KCS, ITFCP, 
and other international standards — frameworks specifically designed to address safeguarding 
in faith-based and pastoral contexts. This article draws on what those frameworks identify, and 
on what we observe in our own review work across Asia.

The authority dynamic

In many faith communities, leadership carries a quality of moral and spiritual authority that 
differs from secular institutional authority. A pastor, bishop, or mission director may be 
respected not just as a manager but as a spiritual guide — someone whose character and 
calling are presumed to be above question.

This dynamic creates a specific accountability challenge. When a leader is trusted on a spiritual 
level, questioning their behaviour can feel disloyal — or even faithless. The relational depth that 
makes faith community leadership meaningful can make it harder to challenge.

This is not unique to any denomination or tradition. It appears across faith contexts globally, and 
it is one of the reasons why some of the most serious institutional safeguarding failures in 
history have occurred within religious organisations — not despite the strength of their values, 
but partly because of the authority those values conferred.

A strong safeguarding system in a faith-based context explicitly addresses this dynamic. It 
creates accountability pathways for leaders — not just for staff — and ensures those pathways 
lead to someone genuinely independent.
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Formal safeguarding systems are not a statement of distrust toward your community. 
They are a structural acknowledgement that good intentions are not a substitute for 
clear processes.

The 'not us' assumption

Many faith communities operate with a sincere belief that their relational culture, shared faith 
commitments, and mutual accountability make formal safeguarding procedures less necessary. 
The reasoning: we know each other, we share the same values, we are accountable to God. 
Surely that is sufficient protection.

The historical record does not support this conclusion. Many of the most serious documented 
cases of child abuse within faith institutions occurred in exactly these environments — 
communities characterised by deep mutual trust, shared values, and strong relational bonds. 
The assumption of safety created blind spots. The reluctance to formalise created gaps.

The value you place on children should be visible in what you actually do, not only in what you 
believe.

Pastoral confidentiality misapplied

Faith traditions carry strong norms around confidentiality — particularly within pastoral 
conversations, confession, and spiritual direction. These norms carry genuine theological and 
relational significance. They can also be misapplied in safeguarding contexts.

A child's disclosure of abuse is not a pastoral matter to be held in confidence. It is a 
safeguarding concern that requires a response — and in most jurisdictions, mandatory reporting 
to authorities. Faith leaders need to understand clearly that their safeguarding responsibilities 
do not disappear inside a pastoral conversation, and that confidentiality obligations to adults do 
not override the duty to protect a child.

Training for faith-based leaders should address these dynamics directly, respectfully, and with 
theological care. The goal is to help leaders understand that their faith commitments and their 
safeguarding obligations are not in tension — they point in the same direction.

The cross-cultural layer

For faith-based organisations operating across cultures — international missions, cross-border 
NGOs, and faith-based schools — there is an additional layer of complexity.

Cultural norms around authority, family privacy, gender dynamics, shame, and disclosure vary 
significantly. In many Asian contexts, children are taught to respect adult authority without 
question. Families may fear the social consequences of raising a concern. Staff from within local 
cultural communities may face real social pressure not to challenge a respected leader.
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Good safeguarding in these contexts requires cultural competence. An approach written for a 
Western institutional setting needs meaningful adaptation. Reporting pathways need to be 
accessible and credible within the specific cultural context. Training needs to acknowledge 
cultural dynamics honestly — not to excuse them, but to work with them.

What faith-based organisations can do

The starting point is naming the vulnerabilities honestly — in a board meeting, a leadership 
retreat, a staff conversation — without defensiveness. From there, practical steps include:

• Adopt a written child protection policy that explicitly addresses authority dynamics and 
pastoral confidentiality, adapted to your specific faith and cultural context.

• Ensure your designated safeguarding lead has genuine independence from senior 
leadership — they need the authority to raise concerns upward, not just downward.

• Create multiple, accessible reporting channels, including one that does not require going 
through the most senior person in the room.

• Build board-level oversight of safeguarding into your governance rhythm as a standing 
agenda item with real scrutiny.

• Provide regular training that addresses real scenarios, including the dynamics of 
authority, pastoral confidentiality, and cross-cultural complexity.

• Commission an external review to identify what internal culture makes difficult to see — 
because the gaps that exist in faith-based organisations are often the most sensitive to 
raise from the inside.

Faith communities that take safeguarding seriously — genuinely, not just formally — are not 
diminished by it. They become safer. And safer communities are ones where children can 
belong and be known without fear.

 

ClearPath Safeguarding uses the Thirtyone:eight framework alongside leading international 
standards to review safeguarding in faith-based contexts — with cultural sensitivity and without 
compromising on what children need.

→ Contact us to discuss a review for your organisation →  clearpathsafeguarding.com/contact

https://clearpathsafeguarding.com/contact
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